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Abstract 
This paper aims at investigating the way gender affects identity, with an emphasis on transgender 
individuals. It explores concepts of identity development and gender identity, uncovering the 
historical and transformative character of gender by looking into personal stories, statistics and laws 
in the transgender community. As transgender individuals do not adhere to the normative markers 
of intelligible reality, by not acting in accordance to the gender roles they were assigned, their very 
existence is problematic. This paper aims to expose the problems this community consequently 
faces, such as discrimination, harassment and high suicide rates. The investigation of these issues is 
done through a theoretical analysis of five independent cases that showcase the question of the 
naturalness of gender, gender confusion, discrimination, identity politics and consequently, high 
suicide rates. The cases are connected by the popular attitudes that exist in the gender dichotomous 
Western society. The paper comes to show that all individuals within a society are both makers and 
followers of the norms and values they live by. They are, hence, the ones in charge of changing and 
creating new ideological conceptions, and the awareness they can instil could subsequently lead to 
an acceptance and inclusion of the multiplicity of gender identities. 
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Chapter 1 - Introduction 
Problem area and problem definition 
The question of “Who am I?” has many answers. Throughout a person’s life, the identity is 
developed and shaped by different factors. Everyone is born with certain features which are 
predetermined, whereas other parts of one’s identity are shaped by external factors. One of the 
predetermined factors is one’s anatomical sex, which for most people is either male or female. 
One’s sex is furthermore what most people base their gender identity on. However, for some people 
their assigned sex and gender identity do not match, which can create various problems. This can be 
showcased in transgender people. Gender is therefore one of the major influences in regard to 
people’s identity development. 
This paper aims to investigate concerns regarding identity development, which is observable in 
Western culture where a binary gender position (i.e. male and female) is present. Our focus is on 
gender identity and we want to investigate which gender expectations people face, based on their 
biologically assigned sex, and the way these expectations are constructed. This project is 
furthermore taking under consideration the transgender community, since it is a reflection of cases 
where these gender expectations are not met. Transgender people exemplify how the development 
of one’s gender identity happens outside the idealised standards of the two sexes. The most 
common gender identity is cisgender, identifying with your assigned sex, and the least is 
transgender, identifying with another gender identity than the one aligned with your biological sex 
(Steinmetz, 2014b). This raises the question of how transgender people deal with social influences 
and expectations during the process of identity development. 
These reflections and concerns have led us to formulate our problem definition: 
How do transgender people illustrate concerns that occur during the process of identity 
development within the gender dichotomy present in Western society? 
From this question, the following  sub-questions arise: 
o How is identity developed and what are the factors that determine gender identity? 
o How can societal structures and gender expectations influence and shape gender and 
identity, and what happens when these are not met? 
o How much of a person’s gender identity is inherent to them and how much is 
determined by society? 
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o What role do transgender people play within the current dynamics of gender 
politics? 
o What concerns might occur within the transgender community? 
 
Reader’s guide 
Following the introductory first chapter, the second chapter will be centered around the theories that 
will be used in this project. We will start out by accounting for Freud’s theory of psychodynamics, 
moving on to the theory of identity development as explained by Erik Erikson. From that the project 
will move on to explain the socialisation theory and the gender socialisation theory. This will lead 
to Michael Kimmel’s theory of privilege and masculinity and Kessler and McKenna’s 
ethnomethodological approach and theory of gender attribution. From that, we will explore the 
main theorist of this project, namely Judith Butler, and her theory of performativity, the 
heteronormative matrix and the undoing of gender. This chapter will end with an account for the 
transgender history, moving on to the analyses of the project. 
The third chapter will investigate five different case studies, all concerning topics and issues 
connected to the transgender community or problems regarding gender identity. The analyses 
include cases about and concerning identity politics, Laverne Cox, Chaz Bono, David Reimer and 
suicide rates. Each case will be described followed by an analysis and discussion. 
The fourth chapter of this project includes an overall and general discussion, combining the points 
emphasised in each case in the third chapter, and the fifth chapter will conclude on our perspectives 
from the project. 
 
Motivation 
We started this project having ideas of gender identity and social roles in mind. At first, we wanted 
to investigate the idea of a gender-free society and look into how society would be affected if 
gender roles were eliminated. We wanted to look into the gender-free kindergarten in Sweden, 
Egalia, but decided to take a different course of action, as we found out that our main interests 
concerned problems of identity and gender, and we realized that if we were to focus on the gender-
free kindergarten, the project would take a different direction. 
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With issues of gender roles and identity in mind, we started discussing theories as well as practical 
applications of different concepts within the academic field of gender studies. Our questions 
revolved around definitions of social selves, gender roles and expectations. Our focus then shifted 
towards the actual differences between sex and gender, masculinity and femininity and the way they 
were reflected in individual behaviours. We then asked ourselves: what happens when there is a 
conflict between the two concepts (sex and gender) within an individual and decided that the object 
of our investigation should be transgender people, as they are one of the most relevant embodiments 
of this conflict. 
With regard to our original object of interest - identity - we found that identity issues are 
interestingly showcased by transgender people, especially in determining how much our gender can 
contribute in the process of forming our identity and how much of it is determined by the individual 
or by society. 
After agreeing on focusing on the transgender community as an object of investigation, we chose to 
analyse the problems which seemed highly prevalent within the field. The idea of interviewing 
transgender individuals came into mind, however, our understanding on the matter was limited, and 
in order to gain broader knowledge, we decided to use a more theoretical approach. We believed 
this was the best way to achieve our goal. We considered applying theories to a case study in order 
to investigate any issues that transgender people are facing. We then decided to use several case 
studies, as we concluded that a single individual would not be able to reflect all transgender 
problems, as they proved to be very complex. 
Dimensions 
Science and Philosophy 
This dimension is essential to our project because we wish to look into issues of knowledge within 
society, as well as taking a critical approach to theories of gender. In reflecting upon the concepts of 
identity and gender, we will be critical of traditional philosophical perspectives. Through 
philosophical reflection, we question aspects of political, legal and social philosophy. Within this 
dimension, questions of equality and inequality between the genders, an inner sense of truth to 
gender, morally right and wrong actions within transgenderism, duty, responsibility and rights of 
the individuals, seemed to be of great relevance. 
We have considered the role of social structures in maintaining and transmitting certain ideological 
conceptions. We will mainly use theories produced by Judith Butler, Suzanne Kessler and Wendy 
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McKenna and Michael Kimmel in order to determine the realities and the moral concepts of gender 
embedded within cultural norms. Our paper aims to move beyond philosophy, and into historical 
and sociological questioning of the dynamics of gender, identity and identity expression. 
 
Subjectivity and Learning 
We want to use this dimension to look into the way the human consciousness, identity and 
personality are shaped and defined within the framework of the society. We believe that the 
problems transgender people face, emerge in the midst of the intricate web of power relations and 
the social structures that individuals are a part of. The individual is both subject to and subject of 
processes that occur in our culture and society. Individuals are shaped in contexts that revolve 
around family, institutions they are part of, and social roles. In that sense, people become a product 
of certain social, historical and cultural contexts. Our main interest is within the category of gender, 
where we investigate how transgender individuals position themselves, within the dichotomous 
gender perspective that is prominent in Western culture. We look into how one’s childhood 
influence one’s identity development and socialization process, using Erikson’s theory of 
psychosocial development to stress how your personal and social relations impacts your identity. 
We furthermore intend to investigate the relation between societal norms and expectations for the 
two sexes, and the way these affect the individual. We also intend to utilise theories and arguments 
provided by a series of other psychologists and sociologists, such as Sigmund Freud, Kessler and 
McKenna and Michael Kimmel. Judith Butler’s theories about gender will also be included, with 
emphasis on the performativity she attributes to gender, as well as sex, within the societal structures 
our lives are positioned in. 
 
Methodology 
This paper will use basic methods within the humanities, such as reading, gathering information 
about the issues we are going to cover, and subjecting the material to critical analysis. 
From the beginning, we were all interested in the topic of gender identity; however, we needed 
some more in-depth detail and information about it before the project could take form and we could 
decide on our angle. We started out by reading Cordelia Fine’s book Delusions of Gender, which 
created useful discussions within the group and gave us ideas about further research. Topics such as 
gender roles and societal structures were discussed, and we were curious to understand how these 
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concepts affect the development of one’s identity. Consequently, we researched different theories 
concerned with identity, gender identity and transgender identity. At this point we started the 
writing process, where we divided the different areas within the topic, and spread the workload 
evenly between all the group members. Trying to come to a better understanding of the above 
mentioned matters, our writing process started by accounting for multiple theories. These helped us 
better comprehend the terms, as well as their social and personal implications. After numerous 
discussions that this encouraged, the transgender identity politics seemed to be most significant. 
With our focus on the transgender community, we started looking at how this could become a part 
of our paper, and its relevance in the questions we were asking. Having decided on the theories we 
were going to use, we proceeded to begin our analysis. At first, our angle was to use a famous 
transgender person’s case, as an example of the different problems transgender individuals could 
face in regards to identity and social roles. Realising that a singular case would not do justice to the 
multitude of issues that occur in this community, we decided to zoom in on certain problems, and 
thereby found five relevant cases, which reflected those problems. The process of finding the cases 
started with listing the problems we found most relevant, and thereby finding a case that reflected 
those problems. In order to create a clearer overview of the cases and the analyses, we decided on 
structuring it by accounting for, and analysing, one case at a time. Each group member focused on 
one case, and each case included a description, analysis and discussion. Upon the inquiries brought 
forth by the case studies, we decided to continue to a general discussion in order to sum up and 
create an overview of the issues of gender and identity within the transgender community. We then 
moved on to conclude on our findings. Throughout the entire process we have used multiple 
different texts, which we have been critical towards. We have carefully considered the author, the 
time and place it was written in, as well as the actual text and the empirical data it had to offer.  
We use the method of argumentation, as our project is an argument which uses theories and case 
studies as premises that lead to our conclusions. By understanding the theories, it provided reasons 
and arguments for using them, in order for us to answer the questions we had in our project. Hence, 
our project is an argument to support our conclusions through the use of theories and case studies. 
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Chapter 2 - Theories 
In this paper, we use theories produced by a series of theorists, in regards to the main topics we aim 
to investigate.  
We consider identity theories as formulated by Sigmund Freud and Erik Erikson in order to 
determine the factors involved in the development process of identity and the way a “healthy” 
identity is formed. Freudian psychodynamic approach has impacted the way we perceive the self 
through the division of the psyche in three parts (id, ego and superego), that represent all aspects 
that influence one’s identity and the belief that our desires and instincts (the id) are at the base of all 
human action and interaction. Building upon Freudian psychodynamic approach, Erik Erikson 
places his focus on the external influences and the issues that arise within the consciousness (the 
ego), that are paramount in his theory of psychosocial development. He presents eight stages of 
development that stretch over a person’s lifetime, each containing a certain conflict. 
We also touch upon the theory of socialisation, which is the process in which people learn how to 
behave appropriately according to the rules of society. Since our project investigates norms 
regarding gender, we have chosen to include the theory of gender socialisation, which focuses on 
the process where people learn what is appropriate for the genders, based on societal expectations 
and norms. 
Furthermore, we draw from theories produced by Judith Butler and Suzanne J. Kessler and Wendy 
McKenna in order to determine the realities and the moral concepts of gender embedded within 
cultural norms. We use Butler’s gender performativity theory in order to investigate its socially 
constructed aspects, as showcased in transgender people that offer a rudimentary understanding of 
the gender binary, in its emphasis on gender performance. If you are born a woman, you are 
supposed to be feminine, and attracted to men, respectively the one born as a man is to be 
masculine and attracted to women. The concept presupposes that gender is a stable identity from 
which everything else falls into place, and the individuals that fail to comply with one of the two 
categories, are labelled as abnormal and unnatural (Stoyancheva, n.d.). 
Suzanne J. Kessler and Wendy McKenna, furthermore, have an ethnomethodological approach to 
gender, investigating the way gender norms and gender attributions are realised. We will use their 
theory in order to determine the process in which a gender reality is structured and constructed. 
Another theorist relevant for our project is Michael Kimmel, with his theory of privilege and 
masculinity. We use his theories to discuss the concept of privilege in regards to gender attitudes, 
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looking into the way privilege is invisible to the ones that have it, driving them into forming 
positions of superiority within the society, while marginalised groups suffer because of the lack 
thereof. 
 
Identity 
There is not just one way to explain the concept of identity, or just one way to explain how it is 
developed. However, Stephanie Lawler (2008, 2) tries to give an overall definition of what identity 
is in Western society, where she states that “The notion of identity hinges on an apparent 
paradoxical combination of sameness and difference”. This means that identity implies that people 
are, at the same time, the same and different. As an example, we are all the same person now as we 
will be in 10 years. Along with that, we also share some of the same features with other people - 
such as being in the same social category like being a woman or being Danish etc. On the other 
hand, our identity also makes us unique, and therefore different from others (Lawler, 2008, 2). 
Furthermore, identity is also about identification, in the sense that you are identifying yourself with 
certain categories, such as being a girl. However, at the same time as identifying yourself as a girl, 
you might dis-identify yourself with certain aspects of being a girl (Lawler, 2008, 2), meaning that 
there might be some parts of being a girl that you do not identify with. On top of that, you might see 
yourself as a girl while others identify you with another category. As Lawler explains, everyone has 
more than one identity, which means that everyone must identify themselves with more than one 
category - and they all interact with one another and should be viewed as dynamic (Lawler 2008, 3). 
It is important to stress, however, that some identity categories are oppositional and therefore 
cannot be combined. If one identifies as a girl, then that person must also deny identifying as a boy, 
since that would be the opposite category. This shows that all identities have a relation to one 
another, and while identifying yourself with something, you are at the same time dis-identifying 
yourself with other things (Lawler, 2008, 3). Lawler’s definition of identity and her explanation of 
the process of identification still leaves space for inquiry on the topic, and does not answer all 
questions in regards to the totality of the factors identity implies. 
One might still have questions about what identity really is and how it is developed. How do we 
know who we are and what our identity is? To try to answer this, many theorists and psychologists 
have developed theories about the self and one’s identity. Of great relevance to the field is the work 
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of Sigmund Freud, who has inspired generations of psychologists and sociologists in their 
approaches to the matter and pathed the way to our current understandings of self and identity. 
Furthermore, of great importance to this paper is the work of Erik erikson and his eight stages of 
identity development. 
 
Sigmund Freud 
Sigmund Freud has had a huge impact on self-analysis, through the development of psychoanalysis. 
According to Freud, when we ask the question “Who am I?”, we reply with a partially false answer, 
either because we don’t know the full answer, or because we respond with an illusion of an ego-
ideal we take to be our self, but of which it is only a small part. Roughly speaking, an ego ideal 
incorporates the Freudian notion of a perfect self contained within the superego. It consists of one’s 
conscious and unconscious images of what they would strive to be, representing the absolute model 
of the self that the ego aspires to be (Akhtar, 2009). In Freudian theory, most of the self is therefore 
unknown to us, or unconscious. Freud’s psychodynamic theory divides the self into 3 parts: Ego, 
Superego and Id, where the ego is the part one identifies with (the conscious), the super-ego refers 
to the social rules and morals we live by and the id represents the desires and instincts (our 
unconsciousness) (Burkitt, 2009, 23). 
Freud theorizes that the repressed aspects of the self, the instincts, and the ways they are culturally 
and historically transformed into sexual or aggressive wishes and desires, are fighting for 
expression against the conscious mind and its moral conscience, causing neuroses, as well as 
obsessive, compulsive and maladaptive behaviours.   
 
Erik Erikson 
Erik Erikson (1902-1994) was a German-American psychologist, who specialized in psychoanalysis 
and developmental psychology. He never took an academic degree, however he worked as a 
professor at multiple universities in the US. He is known for his eight stages of identity 
development which are described in his book Childhood and Society from 1950. His theory draws 
from Freud’s psychoanalysis, with the difference that in Erikson’s treatment of the self, he places 
his focus on the relevance of the cultural influences on the person’s identity development, making 
his theory about psychosocial development rather than psychodynamic ("Erik H. Erikson", 2009). 
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The Freudian psychoanalysis focuses primarily on the internal parts of the self and how the 
superego and id affected each other, whereas Erikson focuses on the ego, investigating the 
influences of the society and culture one lives in and the problems that can arise within the ego 
(McLeod, 2013).  
According to Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development, the self is developed through crisis 
between the individual (psyche) and the demands from society (social). The psychosocial 
development is divided into eight stages, each containing a certain crisis. The stages follow the 
epigenetic principle, meaning that each stage builds on top of the other, where the successful 
completion of one stage initiates the next. The goal is to create a healthy identity, which is done by 
successfully completing the stages - this will give one certain characteristic strengths as well. If one 
does not have success in the completion, it can lead to an unhealthy identity and personal self 
perception (McLeod, 2013). An unhealthy identity implies that one has a corrupted, or negative, 
sense of self and personality. This can happen if you are incapable of completing one of the 
developmental stages, which can lead you to lacking the necessary abilities in order to complete 
stages further on. However, it should be mentioned that incomplete stages can be completed 
successfully later on in one’s life (McLeod, 2013). 
 
1. The first stage takes place in the period of infancy, between the ages of 0 and 1.5, and it revolves 
around the crisis of trust and mistrust - figuring out if the world is safe or not. In this stage, because 
of the uncertainty about the world, the infant seeks certainty and stability from its closest caregiver. 
If the caregiver is stable and reliable and provides care for the infant, it will start to rely on him/her, 
and thereby create a relationship of trust. This will develop hope for the infant, knowing that if 
another crisis should happen it has hope that there are people who will be there for support. If the 
opposite was to happen, the infant will develop fear instead, and not rely on the world around it. 
The mistrust will show in other relationships as well, and it can lead to anxiety and insecurity 
(McLeod, 2013). 
 
2. The second stage happens between the ages of 1.5 and 3, where the child starts to feel more 
independent, moving away from the caregiver. This can be represented by the child putting on its 
own clothes. The caregiver should make room for the child to try and do it on its own, but still 
make sure constant failure does not happen. The child should be surrounded by encouragement and 
there should be room for failure without being criticized. The caregiver has to find a balance 
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between not doing everything for the child and at the same time allowing failure to happen and 
protect the child. The child needs to achieve self-control, without lacking self-esteem. If this stage 
is a success, it leads to the child developing will, and gaining independence and confidence that it 
can perform on its own in the world. If the child is controlled and criticized too much it will lead to 
lower self-esteem, not believing in itself and being more dependent on others (McLeod, 2013).   
 
3. Between the ages of 3 to 5, in the third stage, the focus is on play since the child will be around 
and interact with other children, at school for example. Through play, the child can learn to take 
initiative and feel confident in leading others and deciding things on its own. However, if the child 
experiences too much criticism or control, it will develop a sense of guilt instead, feeling more like 
an annoyance to others and will thereby not take initiative, falling quietly into the background. The 
child needs a good balance between guilt (having a conscience) and initiative, and if this stage is 
successful, the child will develop a sense of purpose (McLeod, 2013). 
 
4. In the fourth stage, when the child is between the ages of 5 and 12, teachers play a major role in 
the child’s lives, since it takes place around school, by learning to do things by themselves- such as 
math, reading and writing (McLeod, 2013). The child will thereby start to feel more responsibility 
and privilege (Brogan, 2009). At this stage, the child begins to be involved in more groups of 
people, and is thereby repeatedly comparing itself to others. The child begins to evaluate its own 
worth, since the other people in the group (e.g. a school class) might either motivate the child to do 
more or make the child feel inferior (Brogan, 2009). The child wants approval from others, and is 
therefore trying out different skills that are appreciated in society. If people are supporting and 
encouraging the child, it will feel confident about achieving what it wants. If the opposite happen, 
and the child cannot develop certain competences it feels society wants, it might feel inferior and 
doubt itself. However, if successful, this stage will lead to strength in competence (McLeod, 2013). 
 
5. In the fifth stage, between the ages of 12 and 18, the change from child to adult is crucial. The 
child is more independent and is considering the future in regards to career, family and place to live 
etc. At this stage, belonging is very important, and the child wants to fit in and belong to a certain 
society. Furthermore, this stage is one of the most important in developing the self, since it is at this 
stage that the child has to think about which roles it will assume, and the child will review its 
identity. This stage is where the “who am I?” question is being taken into consideration and 
	 14	
reevaluated, which is also why the child might explore new things and try out other possibilities 
according to its identity. If this stage is a success, the person will move on with a clear picture of 
itself and what it wants to be and do. This stage will lead to fidelity, meaning the person will be 
confident enough about itself, and that it will be able to commit to others. If the person does not 
figure out who they are, it can lead to role confusion and identity crisis, which means the person is 
not sure who they are and what place they have in society. If someone was to be pressured into an 
identity, this could lead to developing an unhealthy identity, which can result in feeling unhappy 
(McLeod, 2013). 
 
6. The sixth stage goes on from 18 to 40 years old, and focuses on relationships and intimacy. At 
this stage, people start to share their life and themselves with others. People are moving towards 
relationships (with non-family members) that can lead to a commitment over a longer time. If this 
stage is a success, it can lead to healthy relationships and a feeling of safeness and caring in the 
relationship, meaning that the overall result will be love. Staying away from relationships can lead 
to isolation, loneliness and even depression (McLeod, 2013). 
 
7. In the seventh stage, one is an adult between the ages of 40 and 65. The adult is establishing its 
career, relationship etc. and is a part of the bigger society, giving back, in the sense of having 
children, working etc.. If this stage is a success the adult will gain a strength of care, but if it does 
not, it might result in feeling useless, unproductive and unimportant (McLeod, 2013). 
 
8. In the last and eighth stage, which is from the age of 65 and up, most people retire, and are 
thereby not as active and productive as before. At this stage, one has time to review their life and 
accomplishments and if one finds it successful, one will be happy about him- or herself and develop 
a sense of integrity. However, if one views his or her life as a failure, it can lead to despair. This 
stage therefore leads to a feeling of wisdom (McLeod, 2013). 
 
Socialisation 
The relationship between the society and the individual has been at the core of a great amount of the 
research in the field of psychology. For the past century, a much utilized and popular way of 
explaining this relationship has been socialisation (St. Martin, 2007).  
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In our paper, we investigate the way specific social factors (especially in reference to gender) are 
transmitted from a generation to another, especially through the parent-child relationship. 
Socialisation is thereby relevant for our project since it is a way of examining the development of 
identity. 
Socialisation refers to the process of making somebody social and fully human, or more 
appropriately, it is a process whereby individuals learn and are developed in the basic norms, 
beliefs, values, skills, attitudes, ways of doing and acting as appropriate to a specific social group or 
society (Doda, 2005). In his book, Sociology: Brief Edition (2012), Steve Barkan describes this 
term as one used by sociologists in order to portray the process through which people learn their 
culture (2012, 97). “It is an on-going, never ending process- from cradle to the grave” (Doda, 
2005). 
Freud interprets socialisation as the sum of process(es) through which a child's innate erotic and 
aggressive instincts, the id, are progressively brought under the supervision of the superego. 
Furthermore, Freud also dealt a lot with the parent-child attachment, which he believed to be highly 
influential on the process of socialisation (Richters & Water, 1991, 2). 
The more contemporary views of socialisation were created based on the flaws in the 
psychodynamic theory, such as the psychodynamic language and the abstraction of the explanation 
(Richters & Water, 1991, 2). These flaws impacted the contemporary socialisation in two major 
ways, the first being that socialisation researchers became slowly less and less interested in the 
concepts like identification and attachment etc. Secondly, there was a change of direction for the 
socialisation theory, changing from the construction of the individual, to a more overall focus on the 
basis of social learning. Thereby, psychology went from using psychoanalytic dynamics as a 
direction, to using it more as an inspiration (1991, 4-6).  
As mentioned, one of the major parts of the contemporary socialisation is the social learning theory, 
which focuses on how well the parents actively try to socialise the child (1991, 5-6). When looking 
at the child-parent attachment from the social learning view, it is seen as the child’s learned 
behaviour comes from and is maintained by interacting with their parents. It is therefore 
characterized by how much the parent and child want to be together and how much one’s behaviour 
influences the other, through observation. A clear relation can thereby be seen between how the 
child acts, based on its attachment to the parent, and the bond between the child and parent. In the 
contemporary view of socialisation, other relationships that children have are also included, such as 
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the ones they have with peer groups, teachers etc. However, they are not seen as of less value than 
the parent-child interaction; the major difference is only the regularity, amount of time and strength 
in the parent’s interaction with the child. The focus, and what is valued as having the greatest 
influence on the child, is therefore the amount of time one spends with the child (quantitative) and 
not necessarily what the other is doing to influence the child (qualitative). This means that even 
though the parents, most likely, mean more to the child and have a closer relationship to it, the 
influence depends on the amount of time they spend with the child. If the child spends more time 
with someone else, that person will have a greater influence on the child. Furthermore, attachment 
is viewed as an outcome rather than an influence. Meaning that the developments that happened 
through early experience is what created the attachment, instead of attachment being something that 
affects your development later on (1991, 6).  
When a child-parent relationship is good and harmonious, it will lead to the child gaining a secure 
attachment. This will furthermore result in personal qualities like empathy, self-esteem, social 
skills, self-control etc. Children who have a secure attachment with their parents are more attentive, 
cooperable, social etc. than children that have an anxious attachment (1991, 8). 
 
Gender socialisation 
Gender socialisation is when the child is socialised through different factors (e.g. interaction with 
parents/peers), into knowing what its gender is and how it is supposed to act based on its gender. In 
gender socialisation theory, the focus is on how the parents shape the child’s gender identity. It is 
therefore a more focused type of socialisation (Crespi, 2014, 1-2). 
There are many different factors that play a role in our identity, however, gender is one of the most 
important, since it is one of the first things one figures out when meeting a new person. 
Furthermore, gender is often the factor most used throughout the world to divide people into 
categories of either male or female. This division, however, is not something one is aware of; it is 
very much automatic and it is close to impossible to try and not divide the world by people’s 
gender. Dividing people into two categories, can make people believe that everyone within one 
category are the same, and that the one category thereby is very different from the other. However, 
in reality, the two categories are not so black and white and actually tend to overlap one another 
(Crespi, 2014, 1).  
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Gender socialisation is as mentioned, the process when the child is socialised into their particular 
gender role based in their sex, which means they learn what it means to be either male or female, 
and how to act accordingly. Gender socialisation begins as soon as birth, when the parents figure 
out the sex of their child. The people who are socialising the child are called the agents of 
socialisation - also called the teachers of society. In Western society, the most influential agents are 
family members, peer groups, institutions etc. (2014, 2). 
As mentioned before, the main influence on the child’s gender development comes from the parents 
during childhood. The child’s family is a gender relation, since the father and mother are the child’s 
first relation with a male and a female (in most cases). It is therefore in the parent-child relationship, 
that the child is introduced to different gender identities and the expectations one generally has 
towards females and males. The parents are also the first agents of socialisation the child meets and 
interacts with (Crespi, 2014, 3).  
To sum up, gender socialisation is the process in which people surrounding the child affect their 
gender identity. The child is learning the different gender expectations through other people’s 
behaviour. One of the biggest influences on the child are the parents, through the parent-child 
attachment. The socialisation starts as soon as the parents know the sex of the child, and they are 
therefore the ones who influence the child the most, since they are often the ones who spend most 
time with the child and the ones with whom the child has the strongest relationship. However, 
socialisation also happens beyond childhood, as we are constantly open to the influences around us. 
 
Gender 
As a common practice for many, the terms gender and sex can be used interchangeably, with little 
to no difference from each other. The distinction between biological sex and socially constructed 
gender was first introduced in 1955 by sexologist John Money (Money and Ehrhardt, 1972, as 
referenced in Udry, 1994). Previous to that, the term gender was used primarily in reference to 
grammatical categories (Udry, 1994). The distinction gained momentum around 1970s, within the 
framework of feminist theory. At the time the term gender was created in relation to the inequality 
between the sexes and was therefore brought up by feminists. When your biological sex determined 
your identity, being able to define gender helped to differentiate between the two. The term gender 
has been progressively used ever since, especially in contexts of social sciences, sexology and 
neuroscience (Haig, 2004). 
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Biological gender (sex) refers to one’s physical attributes, such as genitalia, sex chromosomes and 
hormones and internal structures of reproduction. One of its many uses is to identify a child at birth 
(or even before) as male or female. Gender, on the other hand, is a much more complex term. It 
refers to the composite interrelationship between one’s sex (biological component), one’s gender 
identity (one’s individual experience of one’s own gender – male, female, both or neither) and one’s 
gender expression (external presentation, behaviours and gender roles). The intersection of these 
three dimensions is what provides one with a sense of gender both in one’s experience of their own 
gender and in the way others perceive it (“Understanding Gender”, n.d.). 
In the Western world, the popular view of gender is that of a binary, operating on the belief that 
there are two genders (man and woman) based on the two sexes (male and female). It follows from 
this that everyone must fit into one or the other category. This type of social dichotomy imposes 
compliance to the ideals of masculinity and femininity that affect all aspects of sex and gender - 
anatomical sex, gender identity and gender expression. A less popular view, that takes into account 
the event of a dissonance between the anatomical sex and the gender usually associated with it, sees 
gender as existing along a spectrum. The gender spectrum allows for a perception of the rich 
diversity of genders, that vary from woman to man, to transgender and agender and all the 
androgynous states in between. This grants a more accurate reflection of the multitude of human 
genders ("Gender as a Spectrum and Transgender Identities", n.d.). 
As important to understand is that gender is historical, as it evolves and changes throughout time 
and it also has different definitions and constructions depending on the place and culture. It is a 
complex matter to define what gender is, although often the idea of gender is reduced to two 
genders, man and woman, based on the biological sex (Stryker, 2008, 12). According to Isabella 
Crespi, this reduction is due to inevitable cognitive processes in humans of dividing people in two 
groups (Crespi, 2014). The division can be made based on a number of factors such as religion, 
ethnicity, race but most commonly, gender. Being the first thing we notice when meeting a new 
person, we unawaringly use it as a tool to split the world in two. The division of all humans into 
male and female categories implies that there are binding similarities between the individuals within 
a category as well as distinctions between the members of the two categories. This means that we 
tend to perceive males as very similar to other males and females as very similar to other females, 
just as much as we perceive males as extremely different from females. This distinction structures 
genders into a binary, in which males and females have to act in a specific manner, creating specific 
gender roles (Crespi, 2014). According to John Money, 
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“By the term, gender role, we mean all those things that a person says or does to disclose himself 
or herself as having the status of boy or man, girl or woman, respectively. It includes, but is not 
restricted to sexuality in the sense of eroticism. Gender role is appraised in relation to the 
following: general mannerisms, deportment and demeanor, play preferences and recreational 
interests; spontaneous topics of talk in unprompted conversation and casual comment; content of 
dreams, daydreams, and fantasies; replies to oblique inquiries and projective tests; evidence of 
erotic practices and, finally, the person's own replies to direct inquiry.” (Money, 1955, 302 as 
quoted by Goldie, 2014, 45) 
It was also Money who coined the term gender identity as referring to one’s “own sense or 
conviction of maleness or femaleness” (Money, 1994). 
There is a myriad of qualitative works that set out to examine and expose the representations of 
gender, of which we will take under consideration Michael Kimmel’s interpretation of privilege in 
rapport to gender inequality, the ethnomethodological approach as formulated by Suzanne J. 
Kessler and Wendy McKenna, as well as the theory of gender performativity in the context of a 
heterosexual matrix as drafted by Judith Butler. American philosopher and gender theorist, Judith 
Butler is of utter importance in the field of gender, through her groundbreaking work. Her books 
Gender Trouble and Undoing Gender (and not just these two) are pillars of reference within gender 
and queer studies and have been extremely influential for the fields.  
 
Michael Kimmel 
Author and sociologist Michael Kimmel ("Biography", n.d.) believes that gender equality is good 
for everyone. He elaborates on the fact that privilege is invisible to those who have it, stressing how 
some men feel more entitled to e.g. a job that a woman can be just as qualified to have ("Why 
Gender Equality Is Good for Everyone — Men Included | Michael Kimmel | TED Talks", 2015). 
When someone is privileged, either in regards to gender, race or sexuality, that person rarely takes 
notice of their own privilege or sees how privilege functions. Privilege (i.e. a right or benefit that is 
given to some people and not to others ("Privilege", 2015)) is sometimes oversimplified and boiled 
down to being an understanding of something you either have or do not have. Coston and Kimmel 
(2012) propose that there can be drawn a bigger picture when looking at privilege, and while you 
may be privileged in one context, you can be unprivileged in another. They portray this belief 
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through the example of a homosexual male: he is privileged because he is male, but in some 
contexts less privileged because of his sexuality that places him in a marginalised group. 
Coston and Kimmel (2012) theorise how removing privilege also involves emasculation (i.e. 
rendering a male less of a man), which results in exclusion from a category that would bring 
privilege. Considering the example of a homosexual male, even though he is a male and thereby 
privileged, the benefits of his masculinity are not entirely visible, because his sexuality reduces his 
privilege (Coston and Kimmel, 2012). This shows that privilege is a complex dynamic, dependent 
on more than just a person's gender. 
American author Peggy McIntosh introduces very simplified pedagogical tools, such as the Male 
Privilege Checklist and the Heterosexual questionnaire, in order for people to get a universal 
understanding of privilege, where it will be underlined that “one either has it or one does not” 
(Coston and Kimmel, 2012). But these lists also bring forth a stereotypical approach towards men, 
such as all men are straight and all heterosexuals are white (2012). 
Kimmel therefore investigates inequalities within privilege, and the overall structure of how 
privilege is formed. He looks into three groups of men: disabled men, gay men and working class 
men, in order to explore what it means to have privilege in one place, but be unprivileged 
somewhere else. He looks at what it means to be privileged by gender, but at the same time 
marginalized by either sexuality or class (Coston and Kimmel, 2012). 
The idealised expectation of a man, in the United States, is that he is predominant and 
overpowering, having qualities of being dependable, strong, critical and rational among other 
things. This perception of masculinity offers a standard for the man's role and can both work as a 
standard for men in the interaction with other people and as a feeling of identity, being a male. 
‘Doing gender’ can be expressed in many contexts, and works through “socially guided perceptual, 
interactional, and micropolitical activities(...)” (Coston and Kimmel, 2012) that shape what is 
viewed as feminine and masculine natures. The dominant view makes difference inferior, and the 
diversity of what is considered masculine gives reason for marginalisation to happen (Coston and 
Kimmel, 2012). Social norms become personal identities in their view, as they can shape how one 
views oneself and others. Nevertheless, one can focus on one’s own personal strengths, no matter 
the ideal standards and social norms that exist (Coston and Kimmel, 2012). 
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Kimmel furthermore suggests that the idea of masculinity has changed throughout time and just in 
the past three decades, women’s role in society has transformed, in the workplace, in politics and in 
education just to mention a few places. Nevertheless, Kimmel stresses that the attitudes and 
behaviour of men still remain the biggest obstacle to women’s equality (Arrighi, 2007, 103). In this 
regard, Kimmel considers four traditional rules of manhood, which were introduced in the 1970s. 
The first is that a man should stay away from anything that would link him with being feminine, in 
other words: ‘Don’t be a sissy’. Thereby the focus is not for young boys to be raised as men, but for 
them not to become women. The second is ‘Be a big wheel’, meaning that your masculinity is based 
on power, status and wealth. The third rule is ‘Be a sturdy oak’ which refers to a man’s stability and 
reliability. He has to be reliable in a crisis and stand firm like a rock. The fourth and final rule is 
‘Give ‘em hell’, suggesting that men should be daring, take risks and live life on the edge. Though 
these four rules are traditional, Kimmel suggests that most men are still unwilling to break out of 
these definitions, missing a sense of direction on where else to find alternative options. This is what 
creates the anger and defensiveness that many men carry with them (Arrighi, 2007, 103). 
Going back to the idea of privilege, a problem people are facing today is that most men are not 
aware of the fact that they are gendered beings. Kimmel believes that: “The privilege of privilege is 
that the terms of privilege are rendered invisible. It is a luxury not to have to think about race, or 
class, or gender. Only those marginalized by some category understand how powerful that category 
is when deployed against them” (Arrighi, 2007, 104). In fact women are the ones who made gender 
visible, and men still do not think that gender is as important to them as women do.  
Another area where men do not have to consider their gender is in the workplace. ‘Being a big 
Wheel’ includes providing for your family, which women today are just as capable of doing. 
The  privilege men have is visible when looking at the inequality between women’s and men’s 
wages, women earning 30 percent less than men in the United States. Another aspect of privilege is 
the notion of entitlement. Kimmel explains an incident where a man believes a woman took his job, 
suggesting that he felt entitled to the job and the woman therefore threatened his entitlement by 
getting the job (Arrighi, 2007, 104). 
Family life has also changed and women and men now seek to have a more balanced family life, 
where they wish to share the job as parents and providers. Considering the third rule ‘Be a sturdy 
oak’, the idea of men being emotionally available is conflicting with the traditional image of a man 
as firm and stable, always in control (Arrighi, 2007, 104). A problem with the fourth rule ‘Give ‘em 
Hell’ is that the things which were considered to make a man a ‘real man’ are things, such as 
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drinking, which can endanger men’s health. In some cultures ignoring your health risk and fathering 
multiple children display masculine power and control. In the United States males commit 95 
percent of all violent crimes, and Kimmel stresses that this can be connected to the fact that boys 
learn that violence is both admirable and a good way of solving a conflict (Arrighi, 2007, 105). A 
recent U.S. study on college students found that 45 percent of all women had been sexually 
harassed and 25 percent had actually been pressed or forced to have sexual intercourse against their 
will. When asking the male college students if they would rape a woman, if it was possible for them 
to get away with it, a full 50 percent said they would (Arrighi, 2007, 106). 
All of these current issues prove why it is important to engage men in feminism and both make 
gender and privilege obvious to men, and confront men’s sense of entitlement. Kimmel also 
suggests that men themselves should embrace the changes that have happened, and not resist the 
positive things that gender equality can bring about. A recent study in the U.S. prove that both men 
and women were happier in their marriage when they shared childcare and housework, which gives 
both parts richer and fuller lives and also social and economic equality (Arrighi, 2007, 106). 
 
Suzanne J. Kessler and Wendy McKenna 
Suzanne J. Kessler, professor of psychology at the State University of New York, and Wendy 
McKenna, adjunct associate professor of psychology at Barnard College, have coauthored the book 
Gender: An Ethnomethodological Approach (1985). 
Ethnomethodology entails the study of methods that people use in order to understand and produce 
the social order they live in. Typically, ethnomethodological approaches delve into providing 
alternatives for standardised sociological approaches, posing, in its most radical form, as a 
challenge for the social sciences (Garfinkel, 1967). Kessler and McKenna argue that gender is a 
socially constructed reality, that varies across cultures, rather than a biological actuality. Their 
book, Gender: An Ethnomethodological Approach, offers valuable insights into gender and 
comprehensive treatment of transsexualism through the use of the ethnomethodological approach, 
that investigates and critiques relevant data from sociology, psychology, biology and anthropology.  
 
We assume that a person is either male or female, even in cases where it is not obvious. Even 
hermaphrodites (i.e. persons born with ambiguous genitalia- intersex) would, according to a 
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biologist, be considered a mix of the two existing genders rather than a third gender alternative 
(Kessler and McKenna, 1985, 1). 
Kessler and McKenna question the criteria for which gender category you are assigned to. They 
state that there are no physical or behavioural characteristics that can always differentiate the 
genders (Kessler and McKenna, 1985, 1). They stress the lack of consistency in the characteristics 
usually attributed to the two genders, stating that there is not one that is “always and without 
exception [...] true of only one gender.” (Kessler and McKenna, 1985, 1). They therefore deem 
these characteristics as inconclusive when classifying someone as either a man or a woman in our 
everyday life (Kessler and McKenna, 1985, 2).  
When we see a person we make a gender attribution; meaning that we conclude whether they are 
male or female. Kessler and McKenna believe gender attribution is not only an inspection of a 
person but that it “forms the foundation for understanding other components of gender, such as 
gender role (behaving like a female or male) and gender identity (feeling like a female or male).” 
(Kessler and McKenna, 1985, 2). 
According to Kessler and McKenna, gender apparently must be attributed to people. When meeting 
a person where the gender is not obvious, there is unease, and the person whose gender is being 
questioned can become uncomfortable (Garfinkel, 1967). This could, for instance, happen with a 
transgender person, and in cases like that, the process of gender attribution becomes very relevant. 
Western culture only recognises two sexes and if a person is not female, then we believe they must 
be male, thereby also determining someone's sex on the absence of cues (Kessler and McKenna, 
1985, 3). 
When determining a person's gender, we rely on our common sense, and Kessler and McKenna 
stress that we thereafter interpret everything else the person does, in light of the gender we have 
attributed the person with. The categorisation of the two genders happens because the definitions of 
who belongs to which gender is socially constructed, but other factors also play a role. How we 
define someone's gender identity, -assignment and -role give a base for how we label categories, 
such as transsexual/nontranssexual and heterosexual/ homosexual. These definitions give some 
information about a person, but will never be enough to decide a person's gender, as it is not 
sufficient enough information for a gender attribution to be made (Kessler and McKenna, 1985, 6). 
When a person's gender identity and gender assignment are conflicting, the person is transsexual. 
Nevertheless this information does not show if the person is male or female. Furthermore, even in 
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the process of 'transformation' (i.e. transitioning from one gender to another), the gender attribution 
is still easy to make, not that it is necessarily correct (Kessler and McKenna, 1985, 13). This is 
because a piece of information about a part of someone's gender, is not enough in order to make 
gender attributions, but we still categorise people according to these pieces of information. 
Someone's physical appearance is not the ultimate criteria either. According to Kessler and 
McKenna, a person's gender is determined in the course of interacting (Kessler and McKenna, 
1985, 17), meaning that we cannot determine gender prior to interactions between people. In the 
process of gender attribution, we also construct a reality of two genders. How this is constructed 
can look different across cultures (Kessler and McKenna, 1985, 18). 
 
Judith Butler 
Born on February 24, 1956, Professor in the Departments of Rhetoric and Comparative Literature at 
the University of California, Berkeley, Judith Butler is of monumental influence to contemporary 
political and social thought. Publisher of a series of books over the past two decades that have taken 
on issues of gender, feminism, queerness and political speech (especially in relation to Israeli 
politics), her work has affected and in many cases changed the way scholars think and write about 
identity, sexuality and politics (Salih, 2002).  
Best known for her two books: Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (1990) 
and Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of Sex (1993), in which she challenges traditional 
views and representations of gender and sex, her work in the field is of particular importance to us, 
as we consider her theory of gender performativity to be central to our paper. 
 
Theory of Gender Performativity  
Judith Butler delves into the way in which social reality is not a given, but continuously created as 
an illusion “through language, gesture, and all manner of symbolic social sign” (Butler, 1988, 
519). 
Accepting the distinction between sex as a biological reality and gender as a cultural interpretation 
and expression of this reality, Butler envisions gender as an act that is rehearsed continuously, and 
people as actors that make the said act reality through the means of repetition. The performative 
element in her theory also implies the existence of a social audience. 
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The belief in the naturalness of gendered behaviours is at the core of Butler’s inquiry, and she 
illustrates the way one’s learned performance of gendered behavior (the things we commonly 
associate with masculinity and femininity) is an act of sorts, or a performance, imposed upon us by 
normative heterosexuality. This heteronormativity represents a socially constructed norm, in which 
heterosexuality is valued as superior to homosexuality, and specific gender roles are attributed to 
the two sexes - masculine or feminine. Within the limits of the binary they exist, these prescribed 
gender roles endorse stereotypes of male dominance and female submissiveness, that are frequently 
common script for Western societies ("The Pressure to Perform a ‘Normative’ Identity", 2013). 
Identity itself is an illusion retroactively created by our performances. Butler goes on to argue that 
gender, as an objective natural thing, does not exist: “Gender reality is performative which means, 
quite simply, that it is real only to the extent that it is performed” (Butler, 1988, 527). According to 
Butler, gender is by no means tied to material bodily facts but is completely a social construction, 
fictive, and consequently, open to transformation and contestation: 
 
"Because there is neither an 'essence' that gender expresses or externalizes nor an objective ideal to 
which gender aspires; because gender is not a fact, the various acts of gender creates the idea of 
gender, and without those acts, there would be no gender at all. Gender is, thus, a construction that 
regularly conceals its genesis" (Butler, 1988, 522). 
 
She argues that the maintenance of the status quo in regards to the gender binary is due to the 
transmission from a generation to another of the gender expectations and the enforcing and 
reinforcing of specific gender roles. She utters that gender is perceived as natural as a result of the 
body becoming its gender: “[...]through a series of acts which are renewed, revised, and 
consolidated through time." (Butler, 1988, 523). Her belief is that all bodies are gendered from the 
moment they are born and included into the social world, as there is no existence that is not also 
social. This leads her to believe that there are no bodies that pre-exist cultural inscription and that 
gender therefore is not as much about what one is, but rather about what one does, an act, or a 
performance, a verb rather than a noun, a doing rather than a being (Butler, 1990, 25). As she goes 
on to elaborate: 
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“Gender is the repeated stylization of the body, a set of repeated acts within a highly rigid 
regulatory frame that congeal over time to produce the appearance of substance, of a natural sort 
of being. A political genealogy of gender ontologies, if it is successful, will deconstruct the 
substantive appearance of gender into its constitutive acts and locate and account for those acts 
within the compulsory frames set by the various forces that police the social appearance of 
gender.” (Butler, 1990, 33).  
 
The Heterosexual Matrix   
Butler’s heterosexual matrix helps towards an understanding of how sex, gender and desire are 
connected and (re)produced. Her basis is the assumption of an absenteeism of an embodied or 
naturalised fixation to the system of heterosexuality, which therefore makes it unstable, and needs 
to be reproduced through performative actions all the time. As Butler explains:  
 
“‘Intelligible’ genders are those which in some sense institute and maintain relations of coherence 
and continuity among sex, gender, sexual practice, and desire. In other words, the spectres of 
discontinuity and incoherence, themselves thinkable only in relation to existing norms of continuity 
and coherence, are constantly prohibited and produced by the very laws that seek to establish 
causal or expressive lines of connection among biological sex, culturally constituted genders, and 
the ‘expression’ or ‘effect’ of both in the manifestation of sexual desire through sexual practice” 
(Butler, 1990, 17). 
 
Cultural intelligibility through which genders, bodies (sexes) and desires are naturalised and 
produced, happens within the frame of this heterosexual matrix. It is only within this “grid of 
cultural intelligibility” that a subjectivity is rendered coherent, and only when it involves “a stable 
sex expressed through a stable gender […] that is oppositionally and hierarchically defined 
through the compulsory practice of heterosexuality” (Butler, 1990, 151).  
Desire is defined as heterosexual and it requires the oppositions between the feminine and the 
masculine. The dichotomic genders are linked to the sexed bodies that are instituted by the cultural 
laws that regulate the sexuality. Sexes themselves are gendered categories. To be categorised as a 
normative individual in this strict dichotomy, one’s gender performance must match their sexed 
body (a male should act masculine and a female, feminine) and conform to the compulsory practice 
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of heterosexuality that requires for desire to be directed towards the opposite sex (Butler, 1990, 
151). The heterosexual matrix hereby accounts for the assumptions we make based on what we see, 
as well as for the lack of ease we treat the people that act outside of it (i.e. gay, intersex, 
transgender). 
Her book, Gender Trouble, has sought to establish that gender, as an inner essence, is an illusion. It 
should however be understood that Gender Trouble is itself an "intervention." ("Review - Gender 
Trouble - Philosophy", n.d.) 
 
Undoing Gender  
Butler’s research on the performativity of gender continues in her 2004 book Undoing Gender, but 
opposed to her Gender Trouble (1990), where she places her focus on the doing of gender, here the 
emphasis is more on how to undo gender, and more specifically, on the implications of undoing 
restrictive normative conceptions of gendered and sexual life. 
Here, she reconsiders her own earlier view on gender performativity and places the critique of 
gender norms within the framework of human persistence and survival. In Butler’s opinion, gender 
is some sort of doing, and she asserts that in the process of doing the gender, an undoing of specific 
notions of personhood can occur (Butler, 2004, 1).  
She takes up issues related to gender concepts, with focus on the socio-political implications of 
transgender identity, transsexuality, gay marriage, as well as feminist/queer psychoanalysis and 
their status within philosophical frameworks. What Butler highlights in Undoing Gender is the 
manner in which human rights often encompass the risk of exclusion, or even worse, of degrading 
those who fail to comply. Butler begins, in her introduction of her book, by accurately defining 
terms and positions that occur within the transgender topic:  
 
“But gender now also means gender identity, a particularly salient issue in the politics and theory 
of transgenderism and transsexuality. Transgender refers to those persons who cross-identify or 
who live as another gender, but who may or may not have undergone hormonal treatments or sex 
reassignment operations. Among transsexuals and transgendered persons, there are those who 
identify as men (if female to male) or women (if male to female), and yet others who, with or 
without surgery, with or without hormones, identify as trans, as transmen or transwomen; each of 
these social practices carries distinct social burdens and promises.” (Butler, 2004, 6).  
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She finds it crucial to acknowledge that the gender discrimination that seemed to only apply to 
women until recently, now also extends to those who act outside the gender and sex binary (i.e. 
intersex and transgender). There is a common perception of transgenderism as abnormal that inflicts 
violence towards the people that identify themselves as such, and the harassment they consequently 
suffer should not be underestimated (Butler, 2004, 6). 
She describes both positions (intersex and transgender) as challenging to the belief that a natural 
dimorphism needs to be established and continuously preserved, as well as opposing coercive 
gender assignment schemes, thereby claiming greater autonomy over one’s own body (Butler, 2004, 
7). 
Undoing Gender navigates through different discussions concerning a variety of themes, from the 
effects of recent transgender/transsexual politics on gender conceptions and the conflicting 
consequences of the legalisation of gay marriage in many Western countries, to new psychoanalytic 
approaches to sexuality and gender, and the relation of current developments within gender politics 
to academia. For Butler, these issues are bounded by their relation to our notion of who counts as 
human. As she states: 
 
"The category of the “human” retains within itself the workings of the power differential of race as 
part of its own historicity. But the history of the category is not over, and the human is not captured 
once and for all. That the category is crafted in time, and that it works through excluding a wide 
range of minorities means that its rearticulation will begin precisely at the point where the excluded 
speak to and from such a category"  (Butler, 1990, 13).  
 
It is the social norms that shape our existence that determine the viability of individual personhood, 
and they sometimes carry desires that do not originate from their individual personhood (Butler, 
2004, 2). Butler writes about “New Gender Politics”, a combination of movements that has emerged 
in the last decade, concerned with intersex, transgender and transexuality and their composite 
relation to feminist and queer theory. In this recent context, she is concerned about the very 
possibility of living a liveable life. By this, she refers to a life that is more than bearable, liveability 
being a paramount condition to being human. Some lives, in her theory, are not liveable, but rather 
about survival (Butler, 2004, 3-4). 
	 29	
She deems the terms that define us as human socially articulated and transformative, asserting that 
the human is understood differentially, determined by norms such as race, the legibility of its race, 
ethnicity, sex and so on (Butler, 2004, 2). These norms confer “humanness” on some individuals, 
while denying it to others; certain humans are perceived as less than human, others as not human at 
all, depending on the degree on which these norms are reflected within the individual. She explores 
the question of what needs to be done in order to rethink the possible, and how can we maximise 
the possibilities of living a liveable life, asserting that a certain departure from the human takes 
place in order to begin the remaking of the human (2004, 3-4). 
 
Using Catharine MacKinnon’s theory of sexualizing gender, which entails that the only way to 
regulate gender, is when it is in a heterosexual relationship of subordination, she quotes in Undoing 
Gender: “Stopped as an attribute of a person, sex inequality takes the form of gender; moving as a 
relation between people, it takes the form of sexuality. Gender emerges as the congealed form of the 
sexualization of inequality between men and women” (Feminism Unmodified 6-7 as quoted in 
Butler, 2004, 53). This entails that an issue, such as sexual harassment, becomes part of how gender 
is perceived, reinforced and reproduced, if we keep sexualising gender (Butler, 2004, 54). 
 
In the matter of trans politics, a problem Butler outlines is that in order to receive funding for sex-
change operations, one literally subscribes to a view of transgendered identity as a 
psychopathological disease, which can be cured by an operation "adjusting" the body to the "given" 
gender of a person. Individual autonomy thus requires a subscription to one's own abnormalcy 
opposed to an otherwise alleged coherence between body and gender (Butler, 2004, 77-78).  
Butler, who is also a political activist within queer and feminist issues, takes on the problematics of 
‘diagnosing’ transgender people with Gender Identity Disorder (GID). There seem to be two views 
relating to this diagnosis. Some transgender people and doctors believe that the term should remain, 
because it will be more economically feasible for transgender people who want to undergo 
transitioning surgery. Others believe it is a stigmatising term and makes transgenderism sound like 
a mental disorder. As Butler also accurately explains, this debate is a complex one, however, with 
the overall conclusion that the ‘right’ thing to do would be to eradicate the term since it encloses a 
lack of diversity of gender, and is not a term that transgender people for example, have chosen for 
themselves, it is something that has been labeled upon them (Butler, 2004, 78). As she points out, it 
would be especially hard on transgender children, who may not be in control or able to resist 
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societal stigmatisation. Butler concludes that if the term is preserved, it would contribute to 
maintain a certain imbalance and inequality of society’s view on gender (Butler, 2004, 78). She 
explains as well how some believe that the GID diagnosis was related to when there were still 
diagnoses for homosexuality, and that GID was unfinished work in relation to those, relating 
homosexuality to transgenderism and making it a gender identity issue (Butler, 2004, 78). This also 
relates to the heterosexual matrix she previously talks about, in the way she explains how desire is 
intertwined between masculinity and femininity and how we need to change our perception of the 
two, in order to find a coherent gender equal society (Butler, 2004, 79). Though emphasising the 
importance of asserting the diverse issues within the transgender community, she also believes that 
action needs to be taken. Social transformation of gender relations is at the core of contemporary 
feminism, and Butler argues that theory plays a major part in the process of achieving this 
transformation. “I will argue that theory is in itself transformative” (Butler, 2004, 204), she utters, 
although not sufficient for political, or social transformation.  As she accurately explains:  
 
“One must also understand that I do not think theory is sufficient for social and political 
transformation. Something besides theory must take place, such as interventions at social and 
political levels that involve actions, sustained labor, and institutionalized practice, which are not 
quite the same as the exercise of theory. I would add, however, that in all of these practices, theory 
is presupposed. We are all, in the very act of social transformation, lay philosophers, presupposing 
a vision of the world, of what is right, of what is just, of what is abhorrent, of what human actions is 
and can be, of what constitutes the necessary and sufficient conditions of life.” (Butler, 2004, 204-
205). 
 
Introduction to transgender identities 
The term transgender did not appear before the year 1971. Before that, the terms transvestite and 
transsexual were used to describe people with another gender identity than the sex they were born 
with (Whittle, 2010). There are different terms for people who behave like the opposite sex, and 
these terms have transformed throughout history. 
The term transgender has not always been used to describe people who are gender-atypical. The 
word transvestite was introduced in 1910 by a German sexologist named Magnus Hirschfeld, who 
described it as “the erotic urge for disguise(…)" (Stryker, 2008, 16). At the time, it was used as the 
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term transgender is today, but today a transvestite is commonly viewed as someone who does not 
wear gender typical clothing and cross-dresses for erotic pleasure. A cross-dresser is a more non-
judgemental word than transvestite (2008, 17). Another term, which was introduced in 1949 in an 
article by D. O. Caldwell, is transsexual. It refers to a person who has a desire to change their sexual 
morphology to another than the one they were born with. The term transsexual differed from a 
transvestite, as it was a person who wanted to undergo medical surgery to change their body (2008, 
18).  
The term transgender has only been widespread in the last decade. It refers to the variation in norms 
and expectations, assigned to specific genders, but because the definition of gender varies it is a 
complex term to define. As Stryker puts it: "What counts as transgender varies as much as gender 
itself, and it always depends on historical and cultural context." (2008, 19). 
In 1885, a criminal law act was made, which made all homosexual behaviour illegal. Those 
suspected of homosexuality were facing prison time and dressing or behaving like the opposite sex 
from what one is born with was seen as a felony. Consequently, many transgender people sought 
help from their doctors, which made transsexuality into a recognised problem and lead up to many 
discussions about study and treatment. The first sex change operation was done in 1926. It was not 
until 1953 when a paper was published by a Danish psychiatrist that people became aware and 
realised that transgender people were not exceptional cases, but many actually felt unhappy because 
their gender role did not match with the sex they were born with (Whittle, 2010).  
Gender identity disorder (gender dysphoria) came into play in 1987 ("Milestones in the American 
Transgender Movement", 2015). It is seen as a conflict between the gender a person identifies 
themselves with, and their assigned gender. People with gender dysphoria tend to and wishes to live 
as a member of the opposite sex. They dress and act like the opposite sex of what they are born as 
("Gender Dysphoria", 2015). It is a diagnosable mental disorder when talking about homosexuality. 
A person is declared with gender dysphoria when a person has strongly desires to be the other sex, 
passes as the other sex or has the desires to live and be treated as the opposite sex. 
If someone wants to change their gender appearance or legal sex, they have to be diagnosed with 
Gender Identity Disorder and go through psychological evaluation and living as the desired gender 
for a specific amount of time before they will have access to medical treatments and be allowed to 
legally change their sex. The U.S. health insurance does not cover these treatments as the 
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government considers them to be experimental (Stryker, 2008, 14). This has been an important 
subject and part of the political transgender history (2008, 16).  
Interestingly, looking at the way transgender people are described in the DSM (The Diagnostic and 
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, published by the American Psychiatric Association) seems 
relevant in the way gender binary are portrayed. Author Gregory Bolich stresses that only two 
genders are recognised among mental health professionals, in the DSM, and in Western culture. 
Transgender people challenge this perception and reveals how gender and sex are a matter of the 
individual. Another revelation in the DSM is how men's cross-dressing is described in a way that 
make it seem less acceptable than with women’s cross-dressing. The males who transition or choose 
to dress as females are more stigmatised than women. This becomes clear in the language that is 
being used to describe transgender children's preference of cross-dressing, where the description for 
females is “insistence on wearing stereotypical masculine clothing” and for males “preference for 
either cross-dressing or simulating female attire” (Bolich, 2008). DSM-IV later admitted that this 
preconception towards males reflects the stigma that cross-gender dressing and behaviour has for 
boys, more than for girls (Bolich, 2008). This points to the fact that the male to female transition 
draws more attention and is somehow less acceptable than female to male transition. 
 
Chapter 3 - Case studies 
A theoretical analysis will be applied in case studies, which are relevant regarding the concerns and 
problems the transgender community is facing. The problems will be showcased in five diverse 
cases, which represent some of the concerns transgender people encounter. It is important to 
emphasise that these cases are by no means representative of all problems transgender people face, 
and neither are they one picture of all transgender people, as phrased by Laverne Cox: “There’s not 
just one trans story. There’s not just one trans experience. And I think what they need to understand 
is that not everybody who is born feels that their gender identity is in alignment with what they’re 
assigned at birth, based on their genitalia.” (Steinmetz, 2014a). 
The case studies are a diverse collection, which we have structured as the following: identity 
politics, sexuality vs. gender, discrimination and harassment, nature vs. nurture, and suicide 
amongst transgender people.  
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Identity politics - Sexualising Bathrooms  
Bathroom laws, also referred to as ‘bathroom bills’, have become a very current and humanitarian 
discussion topic within the media today. The debate spreads wide, in the sense that most people has 
something to say in this matter. From US President Barack Obama to nursery school teachers, the 
opinions regarding the debate of transgender people’s freedom to choose which bathroom they want 
to use, in alignment with their gender identity, spread in many different directions.  
 
The debate revolves around the question of whether or not transgender people should use the 
bathrooms that correspond to their gender identity, rather than their sex. The debate rose to 
discussion when it was agreed upon, in some US states, that transgender people could not use the 
bathroom appropriate to their gender identity, but the ones appropriate for their innate sex. This 
debate started when the so-called ‘bathroom bills’, introduced by social conservatives in states such 
as Arizona, Maryland, Kentucky, Florida and North Carolina, mandated that people use the 
bathroom that matches the sex on their birth certificate. North Carolina even passed a law 
restricting the protection of transgender people from using the bathroom pertinent to their gender 
identity (Steinmetz, 2016). 
There are two arguments that seem to recur within mediated discussions in this debate. The first one 
is from states that are opposed to transgender people using the bathroom within the gender they feel 
assigned to. The second is from the states that agreed upon legislating the freedom for transgender 
people to use the bathroom they feel fitting of their gender identity, thus encouraging and 
supporting equality for transgendered people. According to The National Center for Transgender 
Equality, and Katy Steinmetz, in her article in Time Magazine: The Gender-Neutral Bathroom 
Revolution Is Growing (2016), cities such as San Francisco, Philadelphia, Seattle, Washington D.C., 
West Hollywood and Austin, have each passed measures mandating that single-occupancy 
bathrooms in public spaces be relabelled as gender-neutral (Steinmetz, 2016). Meanwhile, state 
legislatures in Arizona, Illinois, Kansas, Kentucky, Massachusetts, Minnesota, Mississippi, 
Missouri, South Carolina, and Tennessee currently pass anti-transgender bills that would restrict 
bathroom access to transgender individuals. ("Take Action Against Anti-Trans Legislation Now!", 
2016). A Human Rights Campaign from 2016 also recommends to, “Permit an employee to use sex-
segregated facilities that correspond to his/her full-time gender presentation, regardless of what 
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stage that person is in terms of his/her overall transition process.” ("Restroom Access for 
Transgender Employees", 2016).  
There is a lot of controversy within this highly mediated debate. The White House has called North 
Carolina’s law “mean spirited” and President Obama has even uttered his opinion on the matter: 
“When it comes to respecting the equal rights of all people, regardless of sexual orientation, 
whether they’re transgender or gay or lesbian, although I respect their different viewpoints, I think 
it’s very important for us not to send signals that anybody is treated differently” (Apuzzo & Davis, 
2016). 
Following Obama’s viewpoint, there have even been boycotts of North Carolina, by celebrities and 
businesses that had planned to create jobs there. Some Republicans have defended North Carolina’s 
law, by arguing that it would be inappropriate to allow transgender women to use the same 
bathroom as young girls. Even Senator Ted Cruz of Texas charged Donald J. Trump and Hillary 
Clinton, for both agreeing for the suitability of transgender women to use the same bathrooms as 
cisgendered young girls, stating that they “both agree that grown men should be allowed to use the 
little girl’s restroom.” (Apuzzo & Davis, 2016).  
In a video debate between Peter Sprigg, Senior Fellow for Policy Studies at the Family Research 
Council in Washington, D.C ("Peter Sprigg, Senior Fellow for Policy Studies", 2016) and CNN’s 
Chris Cuomo, while Sprigg positions himself against transgender equality, Como takes a more 
neutral position, showing signs of support towards the transgender movement. Sprigg resorts to an 
argument against transgender people freely choosing which bathroom to use, by stating “The fears 
that many people have and I think legitimate fears, people have about their safety” ("Transgender 
law advocate: Bathroom bill about culture", 2016), and puts the blame on the transgender people, 
saying: “The transgender people are creating the problem by pretending to be the opposite of their 
actual biological sex, even when people can see that they are their biological sex” ("Transgender 
law advocate: Bathroom bill about culture", 2016). Chris Cuomo rightfully continues to be critical 
towards him with comments such as: “how are they legitimate?” and “You’re saying they’re 
pretending and they’re saying they’re not” ("Transgender law advocate: Bathroom bill about 
culture", 2016). In the video, Peter Sprigg finds it visibly difficult to come up with a supportive 
counter argument to evidential facts that Chris Cuomo points out. This is of course because Peter 
Sprigg does not have the statistical evidence in this matter to prove his arguments. However, this 
video does accurately pinpoint issues within the debate of the bathroom laws/bills, of 
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misinterpretations of basic definitions, such as what it means to be transgender, and the ‘fear’ of 
changing old rules and policies into more nuanced and current ones. 
 
Some states argue against the right for transgender people to choose the bathroom aligned with their 
gender identity, because it will increase the amount of sexual predators and is made in order to 
protect women and children (Drew & Weber, 2016). This, however, is not proven, and leads to a 
discussion of whether or not prohibiting transgender children to use the correct bathroom aligned 
with their gender identity, also is sexualising them. This is debated in the case of Coy Mathis, a 
young transgender girl, who was denied bathroom access to the girls’ bathroom because of the sex 
she was born with. Tyanna Slobe writes in her article, that there is nothing ‘sexy’ about public 
bathrooms and that there is no need to sexualise them since it can lead to viewing children in a 
sexualising manner, because of the focus on genitalia (Slobe, 2013). As she explains: “Individual 
stalls offer some privacy that could technically be turned into sexy-zones by consenting adults, but 
in general there is nothing innately sexual about a public restroom.” (Slobe, 2013). 
 
Analysis and discussion 
Judith Butler’s theory of gender performativity, in which she defines gender as a social 
construction, acted out through performative acts and being unconstrained by material bodily facts 
(Butler, 1988, 527), argues that gender and sex are within two different categories. In relation to 
bathroom laws in the United States, one can use Butler’s theory to explore the distinction between 
sex and gender. As the two are connected, but also not the same, misinterpretations occur when 
considering transgender identities as being bound to biological sex. In a situation where states are 
making laws against transgender people using the bathroom aligned with their gender identity, the 
distinction between sex and gender gains even greater relevance. When Peter Spriggs, in the above 
mentioned video, talks about transgender people “pretending” to be anything other than their 
biological sex ("Transgender law advocate: Bathroom bill about culture", 2016), he not only 
assumes how males and females should act, but also dismisses the possibility of any other gender 
identity, outside of the heterosexual matrix. Subscribing to a normative view of the relation between 
gender, sex and sexuality, he hereby implies that being transgender relates to your biological sex 
and not your gender identity. This shows that the misuse of the term transgender can lead to serious 
misinterpretations, such as the one made by Peter Spriggs. 
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As Butler explains through Catharine MacKinnon’s theory of sexualizing gender (Feminism 
Unmodified 6-7 as quoted in Butler, 2004, 53), when you hold someone's biological sex as their 
gender identity, you contribute to maintain a certain inequality by sexualizing gender.   
According to Erikson’s developmental stages, the projection of negative attitudes and sexualisation 
of children can and might very well interfere in the process of developing a healthy identity 
(McLeod, 2013). The case portrayed by Slobe in the magazine; The Rocky Mountain Collegian: 
Stop sexualizing transgender children (2013), makes a good case for how the influence of teachers 
and peer groups are of great relevance to a child’s development, as Erikson underlines the ages of 5 
to 12 as dominated by these influences. Coy, the little transgender girl (age 6), that was refused 
access to the girl’s bathroom upon her biological sex being revealed as male, perfectly exemplifies 
the possible negative outcomes of these bathroom restrictions. In this interval, the child is looking 
for others’ approval, evaluates their own worth and tries out different skills that are evaluated in 
society. The child relies heavily on support from its peer group and teachers, and the development 
into a healthy, fully-formed individual depends on whether or not he receives it (McLeod, 2013). 
Being denied access to the bathroom she had been accustomed to will, quite possibly, not result in 
the child feeling confident or accepted by her peers. If anything, it only reflects the inadequate 
patterns of sexualising the children: “Making her perform according to boy gender by forcing her 
to use the boys’ bathroom because the treatment of her body is a very clear example of 
sexualization of a child(...)” (Slobe, 2013). Denied from using the girl’s restroom, based on the idea 
that she might develop into a sexual predator, masqueraded behind a feminine facade, she risks 
exclusion from the boy’s toilets as well, as they might feel uncomfortable around her, due to her 
feminine appearance. A commonplace controversy within the transgender community, these 
attitudes can lead to violence and bullying towards transgender individuals, making them feel 
excluded and suppressed.  
Even Barack Obama’s above mentioned utterance, infers that people do not know how to refer to 
transgender people accurately, and, most likely unknowingly, put them in the same category as 
people of atypical sexual orientation. This infers that there needs to be done something about this 
lack of knowledge we have about transgender people, in order to widen the binary borders and 
create awareness on the matter. Situations such as Coy’s can then lead us to question whether the 
school and society’s views or lack of knowledge about transgender people is a matter of imposed 
opinions, using bathroom laws as a medium to express personal beliefs. And if so, then how does 
that affect the children who are transgender?  
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It can also be argued that one’s gender identity or sexual orientation does not label anyone as a 
sexual predator, and using this argument against transgender people using the opposite sex’s 
bathroom has no legitimate support. Just as well, the labels on a public restroom door will not keep 
out any form of sexual predator, transgender or any other form of gender identity. Slobe accurately 
illustrates the need some transgender people might feel to be public in their gender expression, 
which might justify the proportions of the bathroom debate: “Walking into a men’s bathroom or a 
women’s bathroom is a public display of gender identity” (Slobe, 2013).  
Michael Kimmel explains how people that are privileged do not experience privilege the same way 
as people that are not, who make notice of it every day ("Privilege", 2015). When Peter Sprigg, a 
privileged white male, expresses his opinions about transgender people, his privileged position does 
not allow him to emphasise with the people he describes as “pretending” to be something they are 
not. This can lead us to question whether the bathroom laws are actually being created because 
cisgendered people, as Peter Sprigg, do not feel comfortable sharing bathrooms with people who 
are transgender. According to Kimmel, Sprigg does not see his privilege, and thus the lack thereof, 
that transgender individuals experience.  
In Judith Butler’s Undoing Gender she defines and explores transpolitics with focus of what it 
means to be human. If by Butler’s standards, our existence is only viable to the extent that it is in 
line with coercive and predetermined social norms, then the people that do not adhere to these 
standards (e.g. transgenders) will be perceived as less human. If some lives are about survival rather 
than prosperity, then by denying transgender people the simple right of choosing the bathroom they 
feel corresponds with their gender identity, they are forced into a fight for basic human rights that 
they did not voluntarily choose to participate in. Their humanity is thus lowered and the liveability 
of their lives are reduced.  
In connection to Butler’s concept of humanity, gender attributions disregard transgender people’s 
individuality. Since they are stereotyped into being and acting according to male or female norms 
and expectations, the possibility for them to act outside of this binary and express different gender 
identities is refuted. The transgender community is then restricted to society’s interpretation and 
envisioning of the individuals, for it is the majority that determines the intelligibility of these 
individuals within the heteronormative matrix they exist in.  
In a way, it can then be argued that the division of bathrooms according to the two sexes accurately 
portrays the sex, as well as gender dichotomy. In a society that relies on the binary it conceives 
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these factors in, it can only follow that the spaces associated in the least with these elements adhere 
to the same dichotomous principle. 
The conflict of which bathroom to use is then not about safety and sexualising children, but rather 
of what principle the division between the bathrooms has been built upon. As it seems obvious, it is 
the anatomical characteristics that should entitle one sex or the other to use either bathroom, and not 
the gender they identify with. This is arguable, as many people can feel uncomfortable using the 
same bathroom as the opposite gender (even in cases when it is the same sex). Butler’s distinction 
between the two concepts seems therefore even more relevant from this perspective. 
From these different viewpoints, we can conclude that the matter of transgender individuals not 
being allowed to use bathrooms appropriate to their gender identity, is a prohibition against their 
right to choose accordingly. The states that oppose this right simply have no statistical support to do 
so. This means that the fears some states express towards this debate cannot be supported by 
evidence, and thus it comes to show a fear of diversity and lack of knowledge about transgender 
people. 
 
Sexuality vs. Gender - The case of Chaz Bono 
Chaz Bono is a female to male transgender, born Chastity Bono on March 4, 1969, as an only child 
to famous parents Cher and Sonny Bono. Starting as a toddler, he appeared on his parents’ TV 
shows multiple times ("Chaz Bono Biography", n.d.), and became known to people as a blonde girl 
with bright eyes. Growing up he was very privileged due to having pop legend Cher as his mother. 
However, being privileged did not result in an easy childhood or teenage years. Chaz always knew 
there was something different about him, and especially his teenage years were hard, and filled with 
anxiety. Already around the age four-five Chaz felt like a boy and wanted to become one himself 
(Lowe, 2012). He has explained that he did not feel comfortable in the dresses he had to wear on the 
different TV shows, and that he felt more alike with his father than with his mother (“Chaz Bono 
Biography”, n.d.).  
At the age of 26 (in 1995), Chaz, or at the time Chasity, came out as a lesbian. Coming out as gay 
was the result of Chaz growing up as a girl and being attracted to other females, which, according to 
society, makes you a lesbian. The reason for the fact that Chaz did not come out as transgender was 
due to him not knowing that it existed. He did not know of any transgender people. However, 
coming out as a lesbian was not easy either, since Cher, despite the fact that she is a gay icon, was 
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not happy about it (Lowe, 2012). After coming out, he started to write for the gay publication. Later 
on, in 1996, he also began working for the “Human Rights Campaign” and for the “Gay & Lesbian 
Alliance Against Defamation” (GLAAD), for which he was the media entertainment director 
(“Chaz Bono Biography”, n.d.).  
It took Chaz a long time to realise that he was transgender, and he was actually in his 30’s before he 
became aware of it. After that, it took him an additional 10 years before he had gained the courage 
to come out as transgender and consequently, transition (Lowe, 2012). He started the physical 
transition in 2008, becoming more and more male and thereby losing from what we define as 
feminine. Later that year, the social transition started, as he announced he was transgender, and in 
2009 he announced that he would like people to call him Chaz. The year after that, he changed his 
name legally (“Chaz Bono Biography”, n.d.). In 2009 Chaz also announced he was having 
reassignment surgery, in order to become a male. His physical transition also included him taking 
shots of testosterone every day, which affected his skin and body hair etc., which is something he 
had been waiting for a long time. Furthermore, he had surgeries, which included having his breasts 
removed as well as any reproductive female organs, meaning that he will therefore never be able to 
become pregnant. This, however, was not something he desired anyway (Lowe, 2012).  
Chaz, being well known, has never tried to hide the tough parts of his life, and has therefore also 
been very open about the substance abuse he experienced. He was addicted to prescription drugs, 
and he was trying to abandon his feelings and pain by being high as often as possible. One of the 
reasons for his pain and problems was his struggle with coming to terms with his gender identity 
(Lowe, 2012). Chaz became sober in 2004 and kept on going to 12-step meetings. He believes that 
his drug abuse and recovery from it helped him to deal with his problems, and thereby live the life 
he has today. After his transition he has been living a joyful life, were his gender and sexuality 
worries are long gone. Chaz is now living in Los Angeles in his own home with his three cats and 
two dogs, appreciating how his life turned out (Lowe, 2012). 
 
Analysis and discussion 
Chaz Bono confused his gender identity with his sexuality, believing that it was his sexual 
preference towards the same sex that was the reason for why he felt different. His story of feeling 
like a boy as a child, shows the ambiguity he was experiencing with his own gender, but was not 
able to make sense of. This is a reflection of how gender is constructed in Western culture; the 
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adherence to a dichotomy of gender, being either male or female. Being transgender, one challenge 
this perception, which Chaz was not able to do before his thirties. Kessler and McKenna stress that 
the physical and behavioural characteristics attributed with the male and female gender are of no 
consistency, and this is what makes it impossible for a person to conclude someone’s gender on the 
basis of gender assignment, -role and -identity (Kessler and McKenna, 1985, 1). It can be argued 
that due to the endorsement of gender as a binary, Chaz made a gender attribution to himself, based 
on the facts he recognised. He believed he was a lesbian, confusing his gender identity with his 
sexuality. His gender identity did not come under questioning at first, as at the time he did not 
acknowledge the possibility of assuming any other gender identity beside the conventional ones, of 
male or female.  
It could then follow, that one of the main reasons for Chaz confusing being transgender with being 
a lesbian was the fact that he did not know about transgenderism. Looking at it from Erikson’s 
theory of identity development, this is crucial in stage four, where comparing yourself with others is 
one of the main focuses (Brogan, 2009). The fact that Chaz did not know of any transgender people 
meant that he had no one to compare himself with, which could lead to feeling more excluded. This 
continues in stage five, where belonging is important for the child (McLeod, 2013). This could be 
the reason for him coming out as a lesbian later on, since being a lesbian created a sense of 
belonging to a certain group, which he might have been missing ever since he started feeling 
different. It can hereby be argued that more awareness on the transgender topic, could have led to 
Chaz realising he was transgender earlier, not coming to the conclusion, that he was homosexual at 
first. 
Another reason for people confusing transgender with sexual orientation, just as Chaz, might be due 
to the fact that, earlier on, the term transsexual was used instead of transgender (Whittle, 2010), and 
when hearing the term transsexual, it is easy to understand why some might associate that with 
people’s sexual orientation. However, today transgender is the most commonly used term, and 
transsexual is only used to describe people who have a strong desire to change their sex (Whittle, 
2010). It can be argued that the reason for changing the terms for transgender, is due to the 
confusion of the sexual orientation. Furthermore, transgender is also part of the LGBT (Lesbian, 
Gay, Bisexual, Transgender) community, which besides transgender, only supports other atypical 
sexual orientations ("LGBT Danmark", 2016).  
On top of all this, the fact that wrong terms are commonly used, shows that people are trying to 
make sense of what they do not understand by using terms they do understand. This is a clear 
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example of Butler’s heterosexual matrix, where most people live within the binary of the two sexes, 
and therefore have difficulty accepting and understanding everything that works outside the binary 
(e.g. transgender people). They thereby label people with terms, which they have most knowledge 
about and understand best. Being homosexual might be a more commonly discussed topic by most 
people, and thereby something that is easier to relate to, than transgender, leading to people being 
quicker to label transgender people as gay, rather than transgender. Furthermore, this, as in the Chaz 
Bono case, can also happen for a transgender person, who might have an identity crisis, being 
confused about one’s own gender identity, and thereby maybe believing he/she is homosexual, 
since that could be the closest to what describes his feelings. 
However, as Butler (1988, 527) states it, gender has nothing to do with bodily facts and one should 
therefore not make assumptions about someone’s identity based on their biological sex. This also 
applies for one’s sexuality, and it should therefore not be easier to state if someone is homosexual 
or heterosexual based on the person’s sex. Following Butler’s theory, it can be argued that one 
cannot base facts about someone’s identity based on their sex, as there is a multitude of other 
factors that help shaping it, that are unrelated to anatomy.  
Considering the theory of socialisation, it is not only one’s sex and genetic makeup that creates 
one’s identity, the external factors (e.g. parents and peer groups) play a crucial part as well. So why 
is it then, that people base different prejudice about others’ identity on their biological sex? 
Similarly, why is it that our gender identity places us in different positions of privilege, as Kimmel 
sees it, as if being born a male is a bigger achievement than being born a female? The theory of 
socialisation tell us this is only a fracture, if even that, of what shapes our identity, and that it is 
mostly our upbringing and environment that define it. Chaz Bono, through his confusion and 
unawareness, shows us that there is a tendency of subscribing to the things we know and accept as 
intelligible, in an ever-ending attempt to be part of the normative matrix Butler describes. 
Unknowingly, we pursue positions of privilege, in which our existences make the most sense, and 
that decide who counts as human, as Butler phrases it (Butler, 2014). 
 
Discrimination and harassment - As described by Laverne Cox 
Laverne Cox is a famous male to female transgender actress who grew up in Alabama, USA. She 
faced a lot of bullying and harassment because of her feminine appearance while growing up. Later 
in her life, she came out as transgender and took up acting. She has also emerged as a public leader 
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for the trans movement and a supporter for equal rights. She has done a number of interviews with 
different magazines, and has also been on the cover of Time magazine. Laverne Cox tells her story 
about what it was like to grow up transgender in an interview for Time magazine in May 2014. 
Laverne Cox lived with her mother and her twin brother and did not know her father. Through her 
years of schooling, Laverne experienced a lot of bullying from her classmates because of her 
feminine appearance. She loved to perform and dance, of which her mother was not always 
supportive, and was for a while against her going to dancing classes because she believed it was too 
gay, but at the end she let her go to tap and jazz (Steinmetz, 2014a). 
Laverne talks about how her classmates, because of her feminine appearance, bullied her a lot, and 
she remember this one incident, where she ended up being beat up by them. She remembers how 
her mother was mad at her for not fighting back like a real boy. The first feeling of being 
transgender she got in third grade when her teacher told her mother that she was going to end up 
wearing a dress. She associated this experience with being degenerate, a feeling of her being 
unsuccessful and not considered “normal”. She felt very ashamed and tried to push away the feeling 
of wanting to be a girl (Steinmetz, 2014a). 
In the 6th grade, she started being attracted to boys, but in church she had learned that being 
attracted to someone from the same sex was a sin. She imagined her grandmother, in heaven, 
looking down at her and disapproving of how she was feeling and whom she was attracted to. 
Because of the trouble Laverne had with fitting into society, she once tried to commit suicide by 
eating a lot of pills, but failed. She did not have anyone to talk to about how she was feeling and the 
problems she was facing. Her brother had his own stuff to deal with, and her mother was stressed 
about putting food on the table and making sure they had clothes to wear (Steinmetz, 2014a).  
Her love for performing kept her going, and in trying to find a place for herself in the world, in high 
school she “started embracing androgyny” (Steinmetz, 2014a), which combined both masculine 
and feminine characteristics. Being in an androgynous space did not help her at the time being, as 
people’s perception of her didn’t ameliorate, but she says it was part of the journey to where she is 
today (Steinmetz, 2014a). 
In the interview she also says that she still has shame and trauma from her childhood. Even though 
she sees herself as happy, everyday for her is still a struggle, and she can still feel scared about 
being beaten up like she was when she was a child. But therapy has helped her tremendously and 
she is now living her dream, being happy and feeling integrated. How she feels on the inside 
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matches how she looks on the outside, and she cannot imagine herself as a boy anymore (Steinmetz, 
2014a). 
Comparing the attitudes towards trans students in school from then to now, Laverne Cox says there 
are more opportunities for children now than back when she was young. Children have the Internet 
now to connect with other transgender people around the world. They can connect with people who 
go through the same problems as themselves. Cox and others like her did not have that opportunity 
when she was a child. More resources are put into helping transgender people so that they feel less 
alone, but also through media, the children can find help, through advertising and raising awareness 
concerning transgender issues (Steinmetz, 2014a).  
She says that people in America need to understand that there is not only one trans story, there are 
multiple. They need to understand that not everyone feels that their gender matches with the sex 
given at birth, people should therefore understand that it is okay to be different (Steinmetz, 2014a). 
More transgender people are willing to tell their stories, and “when people have points of reference 
that are humanizing, that demystifies difference.” (Steinmetz, 2014a). People who do not 
understand who transgender people are, need to get to know them as human beings before they can 
relate to them. Here the social media and Internet have helped spread the word so that transgender 
people can tell their stories. This means that knowing someone who is transgender, or just hearing 
and reading about it, help people understand it better (Steinmetz, 2014a). 
 
Analysis and discussion 
Kessler and McKenna talk about the way in which when determining a person's gender, we 
interpret everything else the person does, in light of the gender we have attributed the person with 
(Garfinkel, 1967). Laverne talks about her childhood and the fact that she was not allowed to dance 
ballet because she was a male, and ballet was “too gay”. In this case, it can be debated that “too 
gay” is the equivalent of “not masculine”, as gay characteristics could be argued to be often labelled 
as more feminine than masculine. This means that, from a societal point of view, ballet is seen as 
something “too feminine”, and therefore not seen as something that is acceptable for males. But 
who sets the boundaries for what is too feminine and what is too masculine? In our current culture 
we only recognise two sexes, and as Kessler and McKenna puts it, you are either female or male, 
which shows that there are only two “boxes” to fit into (Kessler and McKenna, 1985, 1). When 
people, as Laverne, are acting outside those boxes it is seen as abnormal, and so is also displaying 
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too much of the opposite and wrong gender according to your sex, being too feminine in Cox’s 
case.  
According to Judith Butler (1988), the two genders are socially constructed, and it is therefore 
society who sets the norms and boundaries for what is feminine or masculine. It is the individuals 
who perform the social norms, which means that Laverne’s mother is mirroring the conventional 
norms of society, when she says that ballet is too feminine. But who decides what is too feminine 
and what is too gay? The general social norms define how the words feminine and gay have their 
foundation in Western society. The mainstream masculinity, represented in and by the white 
heterosexual male, sets the idealised standard of what masculinity means and determines who has 
privilege (Coston and Kimmel, 2012). In that connection it can be argued that being homosexual 
can be associated with being unmasculine, and thereby, feminine instead. The individual can either 
rely on or reject these norms and thereby decide what importance it has for them. How much one 
lets social norms influence their personal views is an important factor in regards to how they accept 
both the social and cultural perception of themselves. Butler’s view of these norms as coercive can 
dispute the liberty one has in deciding the extent to which they adhere to these standards. If her 
perspective on the concept of human is right, it is these norms that define who counts as human and 
who does not, based on the degree to which they are reflected within the individual. It can be 
questioned then if Laverne’s mother’s reticence to accept what was seen as feminine traits in her 
son can be attributed to an unconscious effort of defining ourselves, or the people we care about, as 
intelligible humans (Butler, 2004, 3-4).    
According to Kimmel, a man should stay away from something feminine, since “a boy is not raised 
to become a man, but raised not to become a woman” (Coston and Kimmel, 2012). Men should 
therefore stay away from anything female, following Kimmel’s first rule “Don’t be a sissy” 
(Arrighi, 2007, 103). 
When people are calling ballet “gay”, it first of all tells us something about them, and their 
perception of masculinity. It can be argued that they have been raised to believe that ballet is for 
women, and are thereby labelling it as a “gay” sport, as it is “unmasculine”. According to Laverne 
(Steinmetz, 2014a), this also happens because people do not know enough about transgender 
people. In order for people to understand transgender people, they need to see them as something 
humanising, by learning more about it, or  getting to know someone transgender. 
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Furthermore, Laverne Cox also talked about how she changed her gender from the one that was 
assigned to her (male), in order to be more feminine. This can be seen in the frame of the 
heterosexual matrix (Butler, 1990), which emphasises the binary of the sexes in which reality 
should exist. This means that if someone identify itself as a male, it also unidentified as a female. 
Therefore, by acting more feminine, Laverne is moving away from the male category. However, 
according to Butler’s views, it can be debated that one cannot be in between the two categories; 
people have to be either male or female, there is no in between. This could be a reason for why it 
did not work for Laverne to just act more feminine, since she did not fit into the binary, and was 
neither fully male nor female.  
However, Butler also states that it should be possible to change one’s gender since gender by no 
means is tied to material bodily facts (Butler, 1988, 527). This means if you look at gender from 
Butler’s point of view, then one’s gender is decided through how society constructs our thinking 
about who we are, and not so much if we are born with a penis or a vagina. Gender is about what 
one does, and not what one is. It is more about how one performs or acts and how one behaves 
instead of the material facts such as one’s assigned sex (Butler, 1990, 25). 
In the interview, Laverne Cox explains that she got the first feeling of being transgender when she 
was in third grade (around the age of 8-9). According to Erik Erikson (McLeod, 2013), this means 
that she was in the fourth stage of her identity development. In the fourth stage, the children start to 
feel more responsibility and privilege but they also start comparing themselves with one another. 
The children start comparing their worth with each other, and they start seeking approval. This 
could be one of the reasons for why she started feeling transgender, since by comparing herself to 
others, she realised she was different. Most children in that age would identify themselves with 
something that was appreciated by society. In this case Laverne Cox did not fit into the norms of 
being a boy which might, through Erikson’s theory, explain why she had such a difficult time 
growing up not being able to “compare” herself to other people feeling the same way as she did, 
and therefore may have felt excluded. On top of that, being different and unsupported might have 
led to lack of self-esteem.  
Laverne Cox started embracing androgyny in high school (Steinmetz, 2014a), which could be seen 
as an identity crisis or a role confusion. According to Erikson (McLeod, 2013), between the ages of 
12 to 18, one tries to explore new things and try other things according to their identity. As Erikson 
states, if this stage is a success, that person will be able to move on with a clear picture of 
themselves. With Laverne Cox this was not the case, since she tried embracing androgyny but did 
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not feel as if it was a success, and felt unhappy. Taking a transgender person as an example this is 
probably the case for most transgender people, since they do not really have many to identify 
themselves with compared to other people, and it can therefore be difficult for them to find their 
position in society. Lacking a sense of belonging can create a unhealthy identity, as belonging is a 
crucial part of the fifth stage. 
Another thing Laverne talks about is the time where her teacher told her mom that she would end 
up wearing a dress. A dress is often associated with something feminine, which, according to 
Kessler and McKenna (1985, 2), means that by saying Laverne will be wearing a dress, the teacher 
is attributing her with the female gender. Furthermore, this also shows that both Laverne’s mom and 
teacher recognise the social construct that there are only two sexes, where everything feminine falls 
into the category of female. 
Furthermore, Laverne also expresses that the thought of her wearing a dress and thinking that she 
was transgender, made her feel unsuccessful. According to Kimmel (Coston and Kimmel, 2012), 
when removing some of your masculinity, you also remove some of your privilege, which makes 
you less successful as a man. Laverne is beginning to realise that she might be more female than 
male, and the privilege of a man is therefore becoming clear to her. Since males have more 
privilege than females, the thought of being female, might be one of the reasons that Laverne felt 
that she will be unsuccessful.  
 
The nature vs. nurture debate - The tragic story of David Reimer 
David Peter Reimer (August 22, 1965 – May 4, 2004) was a Canadian man, born biologically male, 
that was raised as female, following a botched surgery in infancy, where his penis was burned 
beyond surgical repair. His is a tragic story, highly debated and mediatised, referred to as the 
“John/Joan” case in the medical community. His story was and still is paramount in a highly 
controversial debate about the extent to which biological, as well as socially acquired 
characteristics, shape one’s identity, and more specifically, gender identity. This debate is 
commonly referred to as the nature/nurture debate (McLeod, 2007). 
David Reimer was born in the small city of Winnipeg, Manitoba on August 22nd, 1965. He was 
originally named Bruce and he had a twin brother called Brian (Dr. Money and the Boy with No 
Penis, 2004). David was born with XY chromosomes (i.e. biologically male) and at the age of 8 
months, both him and his twin brother were diagnosed with phimosis (i.e. the medical condition of 
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the penis where the foreskin cannot be fully retracted over the glans penis, which can cause 
problems such as difficulty in performing common sexual actions or in urinating). They were 
referred for circumcision, which is a relatively low-risk procedure. Unfortunately for David, the 
doctor operating on him was using a new cauterising machine, to which he was not entirely 
accustomed to, and underestimated the power of this new machine, that ended up burning a major 
part of David’s penis off (Dr. Money and the Boy with No Penis, 2004).  
Unclear on how to proceed, the parents decided to take their son at the John Hopkins Hospital in 
Baltimore, to see Dr. John Money, a psychologist with a growing reputation of a pioneer in the 
fields of gender identity and sexual development. Money was a prominent advocate for the theory 
of gender neutrality, according to which gender identity was developed and established as an 
outcome of social learning from infancy. He also believed that one’s gender identity could be 
changed through the use of appropriate behavioural interventions (Colapinto, 1997). Dr. Money’s 
strong recommendation was that David was raised as a girl, based on the belief that it was 
impossible to reconstruct the penis, but there were greater chances of surgically constructing a 
vagina. His argument was that it was more likely for Reimer to achieve functional and successful 
sexual maturation as a girl, than as a boy. Assessing the development of two biologically male 
identical twins where one could be raised as a girl, Money had the opportunity to test his theories of 
gender neutrality and social learning (Colapinto, 1997; Dr. Money and the Boy with No Penis, 
2004). 
After the parents agreed, at the age of 22 months, David underwent orchidectomy, in which his 
testicles were removed and started taking female hormones. Reassigned to be brought up as a girl, 
Bruce became Brenda (Dr. Money and the Boy with No Penis, 2004). For the decade to follow, Dr. 
Money provided psychological support for the reassignment and surgery, visiting Brenda annually 
for consultations and assessing the outcome. 
In 1997, when David Reimer went public with his story, his account tells the story of a doctor that, 
in order to test his theories of social learning and gender neutrality, subjected the twins to various 
treatments, including rehearsal of sexual acts, where David (then Brenda) would have to “get down 
on all fours”, having his brother, Brian, engage in thrusting movements “against his buttocks” 
(Colapinto, 1997). Money’s rationalization for these treatments was that “childhood sexual 
rehearsal play” was essential for an “adult healthy gender identity” (Colapinto, 1997).  
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Throughout the next few years, Money reported on Reimer’s case, claiming that Brenda’s 
behaviour was clearly that of a girl, and very different than that of her twin brother, Brian, 
acclaiming the success of this gender reassignment case. In the medical community, it is referred to 
as the John/Joan case (Diamond, 1997).  
Money’s alleged success created great sensationalism, as Brenda had an identical twin brother, 
Brian, that made an ideal control, since the two shared the genetic makeup, intrauterine 
environment and social circumstances. Naturally, certain ideological conclusions followed, mostly 
in the support of Money’s theories (Butler, 2004, 61). John Money’s Gender Identity clinic reached 
the conclusion that Brenda’s apparent successful development as a girl:  
“(...) offers convincing evidence that the gender identity gate is open at birth for a normal child no 
less than for one born with unfinished sex organs or one who was prenatally over or underexposed 
to androgen, and that it stays open at least for something over a year at birth” (Money and Green, 
299, as quoted in Butler, 2004, 61). 
 
When in 1997 Reimer shares his story with Milton Diamond, Money’s studies come under intense 
scrutiny and criticism from the scientific community (Colapinto, 2000). Milton Diamond, an 
academic sexologist that was opposing Money’s gender neutrality and socialisation theories, 
believing in the hormonal basis of gender identity, persuades Reimer into recounting the actual 
outcomes of Money’s study, in order to convince the medical community of the dangers of  and the 
issues with the experiment (Colapinto, 1997). 
In later interviews, David discloses that he has never identified as a girl and he hated going to see 
Dr. Money, rendering the experience as traumatic rather than therapeutic. He took estrogen tablets 
that induced breast development in his adolescence, but refused to have a vagina constructed and 
urinated through a hole in his abdomen until he was a teenager (Colapinto, 1997). 
By the time she was 12, Brenda became traumatised and suicidal. Reimer recounts that he didn’t 
like being dressed, treated or behaving like a girl. Brenda never liked playing with girl’s toys, 
putting on makeup or engaging in any girly activities. She had become a virtual recluse, pitifully 
lonely and depressive. At the age of 13, she finally finds out the truth about her birth sex and soon 
after she starts the process of reversing her gender identity  (Colapinto, 1997).  
She assumes a male gender identity, changing her name to David Reimer. By 1987, Reimer had 
undergone treatment to reverse the reassignment that included testosterone injections, a double 
	 49	
mastectomy to have his breasts removed, and two phalloplasty operations to construct a penis. In 
1990, he married Jane Fontaine and becomes the stepfather to her three children (Gutenberg, n.d.). 
After a lifetime of gender confusion, severe depression, financial instability and marital trouble, 
David Reimer ended his life by shooting himself on May 4th, 2004. His brother, Brian, after having 
struggled with schizophrenia for most of his life, committed suicide by overdosing two years prior 
to that, on July 1st, 2002. 
His story came to international attention first in John Colapinto’s account in the Rolling Stone 
magazine in 1997. The influential and controversial story was later expanded into a book: As 
Nature Made Him: The Boy That Was Raised as a Girl. A multitude of works have been dedicated 
to the case, including numerous interviews, articles, and documentaries, such as the two episodes 
dedicated to his story in the BBC science series Horizon: The Boy Who Was Turned into a Girl 
(2000), Dr. Money and the Boy with No Penis (2004). 
After Money’s reports have initially turned the tide in the favour of sexual reassignment, leading to 
a general acceptance of theories of gender malleability and nurture (i.e. upbringing) as a 
determining factor in one’s gender identity, as well as the performance of thousands of sex 
reassignment operations, Colapinto’s book and the multitude of other interviews and articles on the 
matter have shifted the tide in the opposite direction. The reports have influenced medical practices 
and understandings of the biology of gender, as well as accelerating the downturn of sex 
reassignment and surgery in the cases of infants born with micropenises or any other forms of 
congenital malformations, or infantile penile loss (NOVA: "Sex unknown", 2001). His case has also 
been very influential in the debate against circumcision in Canada, as an argument to the dangers 
the procedure implies.  
Butler also takes a critical look at the case Undoing Gender (2004), where she uses Reimer’s story 
in order to re-examine the theory of performativity she originally explores in Gender Trouble. 
Butler sets out to investigate whether or not David Reimer’s case can function as an argument for 
either of the sides in the nature vs. nurture debate.   
 
Analysis and discussion 
The Joan/John case has been used by both sides of the nature/nurture debate, as support to their 
theories (NOVA: "Sex unknown", 2001). During the time Brenda’s adaptation to girlhood was 
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viewed as successful, based on Money’s reports, the case has been made that what is generally 
defined as masculine or feminine can be revised and reshaped.  
From the socialisation theory perspective, this could indeed be a theoretical possibility. If what 
defines us is learned from our environment, our peers and our closest interactions, it could follow 
that gender, as an extension to our identity, can be adjusted through the use of the right behavioural 
strategies. Butler’s theory of gender performativity shows us how gender is culturally created 
through the repetition of a series of conventionalised acts, throughout time (Butler, 1988). These 
repetitions, in turn, imply a certain degree of malleability and openness to transformation, which is 
what the doctors that have handled Reimer’s case have presumed as well. Butler refutes the idea of 
a doer behind the deed of gender, however, she accepts the possibility of altering the existing 
concept (Butler, 1988, 522). If gender is not a fact, but rather the outcome of “acts of gender”, on 
which the very existence of the concept is dependent, then reshaping and giving a new structure to 
these acts could eventually bring about a new ideology of gender.  
Erikson’s psychosocial developmental theory offers a different perspective on the topic. In this 
view, the self is created as the result of the relation between the psyche and the societal demands. 
The identity the child is going to develop relies, according to his theory, on the interactions between 
the child and the parents, peer group and teachers (McLeod, 2013). Especially during the early 
years in a child’s life, Erikson characterises the relationships the child forms with the people closest 
to it as crucial to the process of forming a healthy identity. It can only follow then, that no matter 
the gender Money and Reimer’s parents tried to instil in him, if Reimer had completed the early 
stages of identity development in a successful manner, he would have developed a healthy identity, 
characterised by feelings of trust, hope for support from the people around him, confidence and 
purposeness. 
It could be difficult to assert if Reimer had indeed developed a healthy identity, however, the way 
his life came to an end could be an argument that he might not have. Erikson points out the 
importance of each developmental stage in the identity formation process (McLeod, 2013), 
claiming that if the child does not feel like he can trust the world around him, he will develop fear 
instead, and the mistrust he experiences as early as the first 2 years of his life will show in his future 
interactions as well. It can then be argued that due to all of the traumatising events that happened to 
Reimer before he even turned 2 (losing his penis, constant doctor visits, having his testicles 
removed when he was 22 months old), he perceived the world as an unreliable space. Because the 
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epigenetic character of Erikson’s stages, it can be argued that because Reimer’s identity developed 
on an unsteady foundation, which could account for the frailty of his identity. 
The bullying Brenda received for not fitting into conventional standards of femininity seem to have 
driven her into isolation. During the years she needed to feel like belonging into a group and 
develop a sense of purpose (5 to 12 years old, according to Erikson), she was outcasted and 
experienced feelings of inferiority and doubt instead. Looking back, David showcases those 
feelings when recounting how inadequate he felt when he looked at himself. He reminisces over the 
feelings of insecurity and faultiness within, that he had during those ages, which can be attributed to 
an amiss completion of Erikson’s identity development stages. 
Erikson’s theory can also account for Reimer’s choice of going back to being male when he was 14, 
as it is at that age (between 12 and 18, more specifically) that individuals question their very 
essence and try to adopt certain roles they feel matches their identity. Because Reimer becomes 
David within that timeframe, Erikson’s theory proves valid in his case. This validity though makes 
us question if the improper completion of any one stage in Erikson’s theory leads to the 
development of an unhealthy identity. In David’s case, it could be argued that it consequently leads 
to individuals growing into being insecure, doubtful and mistrusting of the world and people around 
them, and it can, in radical situations, result in a perception of the life as unbearable.  
Butler’s view on humanity (2004) and the factors that make up for a liveable life could then be 
considered, when reflecting on David’s suicide, and the reasons why he deemed his life as 
unliveable or felt as if it was time to end it.  
Butler claims that within the heteronormative matrix our existence occurs, the parameters we use in 
constructing the concept of human, such as race, ethnicity, social class and gender identity hold 
some people as more human than others. These normative markers of identity not only grant or 
refuse us status as humans, but ultimately, they account for the subjection to acts of violence and 
facing an unbearable life for those that don’t subscribe to elements of normative intelligibility. 
Kimmel’s view on privilege (Coston and Kimmel, 2012), as an important marker of a man’s 
masculinity comes to explain that their lack of adherence to standardised perceptions- of gender in 
David’s case, outcasts them. 
By the standards and norms that govern over what a sustainable and worthy existence presumes, 
David’s life was by no means within the frame of normativity. His gender was always a factor that 
“otherized” him, placing his existence on the edges of intelligible humanness. Following Butler’s 
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reasoning, his life can be interpreted as unbearable; a continuous struggle for survival as an 
incoherent part of the “grid of intelligibility”, in which his gender identity was always an open 
question, one that governed his entire life. As Butler beautifully phrases it: “Life for him was 
always a wager and a risk, a courageous and fragile accomplishment.” (2004, 74).  
 
The performance aspect of Butler’s theory leaves room for debate on how much of our identities are 
influenced by our genetic makeup or by the number of identical chromosomes we are born with. 
Does the fact that Reimer was born biologically male contribute in any way to the failure of the 
experiment? Was it the parents’ fault, for not properly embedding a feminine identity into the child 
they might have still considered a boy? Or even if they did not still look at him as the boy they 
originally gave birth to, as they were not experts in the field of gender identity and social 
behaviourism, were they able to socialise their child accordingly, into the gender they tried to imbue 
him in? Maybe there is another approach to be taken to the debate, one that does not support either 
existing sides of the nature/nurture debate. One could consider the possibility that it was the 
methods both doctors and parents have used, in order to achieve their goals, that have lead to the 
apparent failure of the experiment. In interviews where David Reimer talks about his childhood and 
the eerie treatments he was subjected to, there are two things that seem relevant to us. First is the 
obvious resentment that he extends towards John Money, but that is not a novelty. As we have seen 
in the two Horizon documentaries BBC have dedicated to his case, he dreaded going to Baltimore 
to visit the doctor, and he even threatened his parents with suicide if they would make him go there 
again. The treatments he speaks of, mock sexual acts, watching birthing videos, talking about her 
genitalia, being stripped naked and examined by teams of doctors, would have traumatised any 
child. The second is the way he talks about how he felt when he was growing up as Brenda. He 
speaks of not feeling or acting feminine enough, which expresses a certain degree of awareness of 
specific gender norms and expectations on his behalf. However, this awareness seems to manifests 
itself in the aftermath of Reimer having sex reassignment surgery, in order to become a male, and 
living as a male for a number of years. This can be interpreted as him re-appropriating his gender 
identity to match his current gender, and then projecting his current identity on the girl gender 
identity he grew up with. If that is a possibility, it can then follow that he will not be able to identify 
with the woman gender identity he perhaps did, in the past. 
If his theories are right, and gender is in fact malleable, it would still be hard to asses the right way 
of “teaching” someone a specific gender. If the “gender identity gate” Money talks about is an 
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actuality, and the child does not fall under either of the gender identities before the age of two, then 
Reimer’s case should have been a brilliant representation of this. Due to the fact that Money’s 
expertise was with intersex people, that were born with ambiguous genitalia, perhaps the approach 
he had on Reimer’s case wasn’t the appropriate one. So will it then follow that the experiment was 
inconclusive, as Brenda finds out of her origins as a boy and decides to reassign her sex from 
female, back to male? If David would not have known of his birth as a biological boy, would he 
have been into terms with his female gender identity? These are all questions we cannot help 
asking, and they come from a desire to know the answer to this ever recurring question: How much 
of our identity and gender roles are hardwired within at birth, and how much is socially learnt and 
open to alteration? 
 
Suicide amongst transgender people 
Many transgender people face discrimination, harassment and insults in their daily life. In some 
states in the United States there are laws made to protect transgender people from harassment in 
their daily life. But in states where there are no LGBT (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender) 
legal protections, the risk of suicide is a lot higher. Studies show that transgender people who have 
been discriminated are at higher risk of committing suicide. In some states, transgender people are 
even denied access to medical care, equal treatment under the law, employment and housing 
(Filipovic, 2013). 
Many of the reasons why transgender people are committing suicide are connected to all the 
harassment and exclusion from society they face. The US Department of Health and Human 
Services have addressed the issue of suicide in LGBT and reached a conclusion to why they commit 
suicide. The department believes that suicide in the LGBT population is related to minority stress, 
which comes from cultural and societal prejudice, which are attached to gender identity and sexual 
orientation (Tannehill, 2016). They assert that the stress comes from individual experiences of 
harassment, family rejection, bullying and discrimination. 
An international study about suicide rates among transgender people show that almost 800 per 
100.000 people have committed suicide, compared to the suicide rate for all people which is 13 per 
100.000 (Stacey Freedenthal, 2015). 
An example where transgender suicide rates increased rapidly, was a case in Houston, when a 
campaign successfully convinced a large group of people to become transphobic, believing 
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transgender people should be treated as paedophiles and rapists. The transgender people affected by 
this, internalised this transphobia, which resulted in an increase in the suicide rates among 
transgender people (Tannehill, 2016). 
 
Analysis and discussion 
Suicide amongst transgender people is noticeably higher than for cisgender people, which makes us 
question the reasons behind the different rates between the two groups.  
In Western culture only two sexes, male and female, and two genders are recognised, man and 
woman, and this binary position does not leave much room for a transgender person to express their 
gender identity, as they act outside of this stereotype. Butler speaks about the heterosexual matrix, 
which deals with what gender we attribute a person with, and accounts for the lack of acceptance 
some might have when dealing with people that do not conform to the gender binary ("Review - 
Gender Trouble - Philosophy", n.d.).  
Transgender people act outside of this binary, and this can result in other people being transphobic 
(i.e. treating transgender people poorly), due to lack of understanding and acceptance of what is not 
defined as intelligible within the matrix. In turn, through the theory of socialisation, it can be argued 
that some people’s transphobia can lead to internalised transphobia in the transgender person, since 
the person might apply the negative messages transphobic people have onto themselves. This could 
furthermore be argued to lead to the rate of transgender people that commit suicide to skyrocket 
(Tannehill, 2016).  
 
According to Erik Erikson’s fifth stage of identity development (McLeod, 2013), a person goes 
through a period of time where they become more independent but at the same time need 
acceptance and a feeling of belonging, both from their family and in society. This happens between 
the ages of 12 to 18. In the case of a transgender person, the issue with not belonging to neither of 
the two socially recognised sexes, male or female, can result in a transgender person lacking social 
acceptance. To not have your gender identity recognised in society might lead to a pressure on the 
transgender person, having to somehow identify themselves with being either a man or a woman; 
genders they might not feel they can identify with. Another factor, which could enhance the feeling 
of lacking support, is if your family and the people close to you do not accept your gender identity 
and thereby you can develop an unhealthy identity. The combination of lacking recognition and 
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support from both one’s family and from society can lead to the discontent and unhappiness which 
many transgender people are facing, when considering committing suicide.   
 
Judith Butler argues that from one generation to another, there are certain gender expectations and 
specific gender roles that are thusly maintained and transmitted (Butler, 1988, 523). So when a 
person is transgender, they are positioned outside of these gender roles and expectations. It can 
therefore be argued that transgender people have a harder time fitting into society. Pressured by 
family, friends and society in general, they have a hard time aligning to what is seen as normal and 
definable. This could be seen as one of the main reasons for why so many transgender people 
commit suicide, as opposed to people who receive support from family or society, because they 
already fit into the normative matrix. 
The problems regarding transgender people which is seen in the previous cases, showcase how the 
internal conflict in a transgender person can become so overwhelming that it can lead to the person 
committing suicide. In the words of Kimmel (Coston and Kimmel, 2012), he phrases how being in a 
marginalised group as a transgender person, thereby lacking privilege, can lead to feeling excluded 
and unaccepted, which could lead to committing suicide. Living in a culture where only two 
genders are represented, creates limited space for transgender people to exist and be accepted. The 
bathroom laws give an example of how transgender people are not respected by their gender 
identity, and it can therefore be argued that they are forced to live a life that is not true to their real 
gender identity. Transgender women cannot enter a female restroom, but if they enter the male 
bathroom they could be subjected to bullying and harassment, leaving them no room to do such a 
simple act as using the restroom.  
 
Chapter 4 - Discussion  
Our analyses have opened up a discussion about the questions we have asked ourselves in this 
paper. Questions of doing and undoing gender, developing a healthy or unhealthy identity, the 
factors that affect these processes, and the implications they have both at an individual, as well as 
on a general level, are at the core of our interest within the topics we have investigated.  
If gender is something we “do”, or perform, as Butler (1990, 25) asserts, does that mean it can also 
be “undone”? In the case of David Reimer, he was raised a girl, but after finding out that he was 
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born biologically male, he then identified as male. It can then be argued that his gender identity was 
undone twice, one where he was not in charge and one in where he decided for himself his gender 
identity. Does this imply that when it comes to gender identity, if it is something imposed upon you, 
then it is not fully yours? Contrary, when you decide on it yourself, does that make you the author 
of it and can you then fully identify with it? This leads to questions, even when you do choose your 
own identity it is within the dichotomous frames of society, thus making it still narrowed down to 
either one or the other of the intelligible genders. Paradoxically, this leads us to believe that one 
never truly authors one’s own gender identity. 
Laverne, as well as Chaz, poses the issue of misidentifying the concepts of gender and sexuality. 
For instance, gay men’s masculinity, as debated by Kimmel (Coston and Kimmel, 2012), comes 
under questioning due to our attributions of specific traits to the two genders. This is also a belief 
shared by Kessler and McKenna (1985, 1-2). Despite the lack of consistency in popular attributions 
of gender specific characteristics (not one trait is specific to only one or the other gender), the 
dichotomous society our existences occur in seems to see it that way, portraying, for instance, a 
male, performing what is defined as a feminine activity, just as feminine. Interpreting someone, or 
something, as feminine or masculine leads us to create these virtual boxes in which we fit all 
concepts. Kimmel’s view could come to explain the way these interpretations lead to distinct 
privilege positions amongst individuals. Masculinity, in his perspective, is the position, which is 
defined as the privileged one, which implicitly stands in the way of gender equity. Would it then 
follow that removing these boxes is the answer to gender equality? 
Similarly, why is it that everything needs to be labelled and divided into boxes of gender? Should 
people not be allowed to express themselves, without being associated with a certain gender? It can 
be argued that the gender binary sees people in a black and white manner, and does not leave room 
for anyone who might feel in between. Instead of seeing the gender binary as positioning the two 
intelligible genders as opposing one another, gender could just as well be seen as a scale where 
male is on one end, and female is on the other, and the two genders are overlapping in the middle. 
This is for example illustrated by the way bathroom laws prohibits people that have fallen outside 
the gender binary, to receive the same acceptance from society as cisgendered individuals. This 
construction would arguably allow people to still be either female or male, however, on different 
levels, allowing boys to do things associated with feminine, creating an acceptance for, for 
example, boys with feminine traits. On the other hand, it arguably still views gender as a binary and 
not as a spectrum. 
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It can then be argued that, when living in the heterosexual matrix our society is, that compels its 
individuals into certain roles and behaviours, anyone that moves away from its binaric views 
implicitly moves away from society itself. This can thereby arguably lead to individuals feeling 
alienated and repressed, which in radical cases, such as Reimer’s for instance, can lead to suicide. 
However, it has not been proven what the exact reasons behind such outcomes are, and it is still of 
high relevance to discuss how much the world around have a say in the things that matter for each 
individual. In the global society we currently live in, it could be argued that there are unlimited 
possibilities to find and belong into groups of people that would accept one another. If it is the 
feelings of alienation and solitude that lead to all these cases of suicide in the transgender 
community, would connecting with people one shares specific characteristics with, be the answer 
instead of suicide? It can certainly be argued that such a platform exists now, and is far more 
available than it was no longer than two decades ago. Maybe some people do not seize this 
opportunity, because of the physical alienation they feel. It could be argued that, as we have become 
more virtually interconnected, the physical contact has been reduced, which only adds to the feeling 
of isolation.  
We are arguably unaware of the issues transgender people face, and this can be crucial in 
ameliorating and improving their lives. By raising awareness and getting involved in these issues, 
we could improve the liveability of their lives. We then need to determine if our ignorance is due to 
the lack of awareness on the matter, or because we refuse to embrace new perspectives. This can be 
due to the exclusivist subscribing to the gender binary we have showcased for a good part of recent 
history. 
The argument can be made that awareness can lead to a more nuanced understanding of 
transgenderism, and thereby reduce the misunderstandings and misuses that are currently common 
practice. It can also be argued that it would be of great help for confused and alienated children and 
young adults that face the turmoil instilled by atypical gender identities. One way of doing so could 
be through the use of media, which was not as popular during Chaz Bono’s youth, for instance, as it 
is now. In his case, media could arguably have been of enormous help in opening perspectives of 
gender. 
Due to the relevance of gender in the identity development process, when considering the 
transformative and historical aspect of gender, does it then follow that our identity is ever 
transformative as well? One can argue that identity as a concept is just as open to alteration and 
never able to be declared fully formed, an ever developing process. 
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Numerous factors contribute to this process, and some seem more relevant than others. Erikson’s 
developmental stages (McLeod, 2013) raise the question of the importance of the foundation upon 
how one’s identity is build. Are some stages more important than others? One can reason that, due 
to the relevance of the parent-child attachment, the early stages are the most influential.    
While considering Erikson’s psychosocial identity theory (McLeod, 2013), the relevance of his 
eight developmental stages has come under questioning. In stages one to four, it can be argued that 
the external factors determine whether the child will have a healthy or unhealthy identity, more so 
than the child itself. Thereby, we have considered categories and influences, which the child is not 
in control of, such as sex, race and class, for instance. If these form the foundation of the child’s 
identity, how relevant is this very foundation for how the child will transition into adult life? When 
the child reaches the fifth stage, between the ages 12-18, where the child becomes more 
independent and aware of its own identity, is there then a chance that the child alters the self-
perception of their identity? The child’s identity up until now has been influenced and shaped by 
other people and external factors. If the child is now becoming more independent and starts making 
its own decisions, are these decisions entirely the child’s, or just a reflection of the previously 
acquired external influences? The importance of these influences is as paramount in Erikson’s 
psychosocial approach, and in socialisation theories, as in Butler’s views on gender. 
If gender is indeed a performance, then individuals within a society are presumably the ones that are 
acting it. Can they then not decide on which parts to act and when to stop? Is it something we have 
a say in, or is it something we are compelled into? What in fact do we refer to when we refer to the 
society that dictates these rules and laws upon us? Is it us, as independent individuals? Is it a 
specific group of people that phrase the norms and standards we subscribe to, or maybe some 19th 
century philosophers that do it for us? Or is it us, that throughout history create the norms and 
values that dictate our reality? Are we the makers of our own reality? If that is the case, then it is us 
that can alter the current perceptions and subsequently, bring about new ideological beliefs.  
Perhaps by rejecting compulsory heteronormative norms, and reinterpreting our definitions of 
gender, sexuality and identity, we make room for adequate perceptions of the multitude of genders 
and identities we are surrounded by. 
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Chapter 5 - Conclusion 
We are the society as much as we are a product of it. We cannot situate ourselves as objective 
observants of the issues us or other people go through, as we are, by extension, a part of the 
problem. We either create or transmit ideological beliefs regarding gender and identity, but in no 
manner are we outside of them. This means that in the dichotomous Western culture we talk about, 
we are the ones reinforcing the coercive aspect of the gender binary, which is equally enforced on 
us, by the society. Paradoxically, we force the same standards and expectations that are forced 
towards us, on others. Similarly, this very simplistic division of all human beings into two 
categories of sex and gender disregards the complexity and diversity of individuals. It follows then, 
that we cannot accurately apply the same patterns of gender and identity development on everyone. 
The earlier stages of Erikson’s psychosocial developmental theory, one to five, have a big impact 
on a person’s identity development and in our case studies they have proved of greater relevance 
than the other stages. Furthermore, it is not so simple dividing the development into eight stages, 
because it cannot account for the diversity and complexity of all individuals. 
There are no rights and wrongs when it comes to gender. This is the general perspective, one that 
leaves room for debate on the matter. Because of the nature of this concept, one that Butler 
describes as performative, transformative and independent from material facts, the new gender 
politics and perspectives on and from transgender communities are of great significance. 
Butler talks about gender as a performance, and finds it extremely pertinent in structuring the sense 
of self in the individual. In our analyses of the five different cases, her theories have been of 
considerable relevance. She advocates for awareness of the discrimination and the harassment 
transgender people are subjected to. Drawing from her, when looking at transgender people, we 
recognise patterns of bullying, exclusion and otherizing due to gender discrimination, that we have 
only been able to apply to women until the past decade. As we have seen in the cases of Laverne 
Cox, David Reimer and Coy Mathis, regardless of their gender identities, they have been confronted 
with negative and aggressive attitudes from the people around them. These attitudes seem to emerge 
from a place of insecurity and unease in understanding things outside the limits of our knowledge. 
The gender attributions we make, according to Kessler and McKenna, are based on our common 
sense and are drawn from what we know as acceptable realities. Concepts that extend outside our 
knowledge lead us into making wrong or misguided gender attributions. The transgender 
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community showcases exactly this difficulty for people in grasping new concepts in relation to 
gender and specifically, gender identity.  
The misconceptions we commonly find in our use of terms in regards to transgenderism are 
instigated mainly by the lack of understanding and empathising with the matter. We tend to label 
everything, even when we do not have an understanding of the exact concept we are labelling. As 
Kimmel sees it, this is due to our privileged positions, which, even if invisible to the ones that have 
it, brings about harassment and discrimination towards marginalised groups. Thereby, it is the 
privileged individuals that define the markers of intelligible existence for everyone.  
More than this, compulsory heterosexuality is a mandate; society demands heterosexuality; our 
informal and formal policies and laws all reflect this, accurately mirroring the individual attitudes as 
applied on a general level when it comes to transgenderism.  
Drawing from Butler, we see how individuals only count as humans to the extent to which they 
subscribe to these markers, and it is this adherence to the normativity that makes some individuals 
more human than others, and some lives more liveable than others. In order for transgender 
individuals to live a more liveable life, steps outside the theoretical field should be taken, and into 
the field of practical actions, that would take the form of social and political transformation. Butler 
accurately describes all individuals as lay philosophers, that presuppose views of what is right and 
what is wrong, of what the world should look like and of what we establish as the essential and 
sufficient conditions of life (Butler, 2004, 204-205). The same diversity and complexity of 
individuals we are aiming at acknowledging, is part of the reason why these changes will happen, 
but gradually, throughout time. 
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